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The invention includes a system and method for providing 
linked play via gaming and other devices. In some embodi- 
ments, a casino server registers a group for linked play and 
a group objective and format are established. The linked 
play commences according to the group format on the 
gaming devices while the casino server, or another device, 
concurrently facilitates interaction between the group mem- 
bers operating the gaming devices. The linked play is 
terminated according lo the group format and a determina- 
tion is made by the casino server whether the group objec- 
tive has been achieved. Prizes are awarded via the gaming 
devices if the group objective was achieved. 
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HELLO MRS. JONES. MR. HENRY JONES CHALLENGES 
YOU TO A BET OF $15 TO SEE WHO HAS THE BEST 
RESULTS FOR THE NEXT HOUR. 

IF YOU ACCEPT, WE WILL DEDUCT $15 FROM YOUR 
CREDITS, AND HOLD THE $15 FOR THE NEXT HOUR. 
IF, IN THE NEXT HOUR, YOU WIN MORE IN PAYOUTS 

THAN DOES MR. HENRY JONES, WE WILL GIVE 
BACK YOUR $15 PLUS $15 FROM MR. HENRY JONES. 
OTHERWISE, HE WILL KEEP YOUR $15. 

THE CASINO WILL ALSO PROVIDE A BUFFET 
COMP TO THE WINNER. 

PRESS THE "ACCEPT" BUTTON BELOW TO ACCEPT THE 
CHALLENGE. PRESS "DECLINE" TO DECLINE. 
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METHOD AND APPARATUS FOR LINKED PLAY 
GAMING 

RELATED APPLICATIONS 
[0001] This application claims priority to commonly- 
owned, co-pending U.S. Provisional Patent Application 
Serial No. 60/324,572, filed Sep. 25, 2001, entitled "Linked 
Play"; which is incorporated herein by reference in its 
entirety for all purposes. 

[0002] This application is related to commonly-owned, 
U.S. patent application Ser. No. 08/775,388, filed Dec. 30, 
1996, entitled "Method and System for Adapting Gaming 
Devices To Playing Preferences," which issued as U.S. Pat. 
No. 6,110,041 on Aug. 29, 2000; 

[0003] commonly-owned, U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. 09/481,204, filed Jan. 11, 2000, entitled 
"Method and System for Adapting Gaming Devices 
To Playing Preferences," which issued as U.S. Pat. 
No. 6,293,866 Bl on Sep. 25, 2001; 

[0004] commonly-owned, co-pending U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 09/962,065, filed Sep. 25, 2001, 
entitled "Method And System For Adapting Casino 
Games To Playing Preferences"; 

[0005] commonly-owned, U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. 09/052,835, filed Mar. 31, 1998, entitled 
"Method and Apparatus For Team Play Of Slot 
Machines," which issued as U.S. Pat. No. 6,142,872 
on Nov. 7, 2000; 

[0006] commonly-owned, U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. 09/590,021, filed Jun. 8, 2000, entitled 
"Method and Apparatus For Team Play Of Slot 
Machines", which issued as U.S. Pat. No. 6,361,441 
Bl on Mar. 26, 2002; 

[0007] commonly-owned, co-pending U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 10/067,576, filed Feb. 5, 2002, 
entitled "Apparatus And Method For Facilitating 
Team Play Of Slot Machines"; 

[0008] commonly-owned, U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. .09/108,827, filed Jul. 1, 1998, entitled 
"Method and Apparatus For Team Play Of Slot 
Machines," which issued as U.S. Pat. No. 6,312,332 
Bl on Nov. 6, 2001; 

[0009] commonly-owned, co-pending U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 10/006,402, filed Oct. 23, 2001, 
entitled "Method And Apparatus For Team Play Of 
Slot Machines"; commonly-owned, U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 09/152,402, filed Sep. 14, 1998, 
entitled "System And Method For Facilitating 
Casino Team Play," which issued as U.S. Pat. No. 
6,206,782 Bl on Mar. 27, 2001; 

[0010] commonly-owned, co-pending U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 09/793,020, filed Feb. 26, 2001, 
entitled "System And Method For Facilitating 
Casino Team Play;"; 

[0011] commonly-owned, co-pending U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 10/190,722, filed Jul. 5, 2002, 
entitled "System And Method For Facilitating 
Casino Team Play"; 



[0012] commonly-owned, U.S. patent application 
Ser. No. 09/108,646, filed Jul. 1, 1998, entitled 
"Electronic Amusement Device Offering Secondary 
Game Of Chance And Method For Operating Same", 
which issued as U.S. Pat. No. 6,364,765 Bl on Apr. 
2,2002; 

[0013] commonly-owned, co-pending U.S. patent 
application Ser. No. 10/029,143, filed Dec. 27, 2001, 
entitled "Electronic Amusement Device Offering 
Secondary Game Of Chance And Method For Oper- 
ating Same"; all of which are incorporated herein by 
reference in their entirety for all purposes. 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0014] The present invention relates to methods and appa- 
ratus for groups of people to play games together. More 
specifically, the present invention relates to facilitating 
linked gaming between two or more players. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0015] There are currently over 500,000 slot machines in 
operation that generate more than $15 billion in annual 
revenue for United States casinos. Most casinos generate 
more than half of their gaming revenues from slot machines 
and some individual casinos offer two or three thousand slot 
machines at a single location. In fact, two different casinos 
in Connecticut each provide over six thousand gaming 
devices for players. 

[0016] Popular casino games such as craps and blackjack 
offer a social experience. In fact, one reason these games are 
popular is that people at the same table tend to win and lose 
together as a group. Such games create a team spirit, pitting 
the gamblers at the table against the casino. People enjoy 
such shared experiences and thus tend to travel to casinos in 
groups, such as a husband and wife, groups of co-workers, 
and groups of friends. In contrast to craps and blackjack 
however, for some players, slot machine gaming may be an 
isolating experience. What is needed are systems and meth- 
ods that facilitate a more social experience while playing 
gaming devices, particularly for groups of players. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0017] FIG. 1A is a block diagram illustrating an example 
system according to some embodiments of the present 
invention. 

[0018] FIG. IB is a block diagram illustrating an alterna- 
tive example system according to some embodiments of the 
present invention. 

[0019] FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating an example 
of a casino server 102 as depicted in FIGS. 1A and IB 
according to some embodiments of the present invention. 

[0020] FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating an example 
of a gaming device 104 as depicted in FIGS. 1A and IB 
according to some embodiments of the present invention. 

[0021] FIG. 4 is a drawing illustrating an example of a 
first gaming device display screen as it may be used on a 
gaming device 104 according to some embodiments of the 
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[0022] FIG. 5 is a drawing illustrating an example of a 
second gaming device display screen as it may be used on 
a gaming device 104 according to some embodiments of the 
present invention. 

[0023] FIG. 6 is a drawing illustrating an example of a 
third gaming device display screen as it may be used on a 
gaming device 104 according to some embodiments of the 
present invention. 

[0024] FIG. 7 is a drawing illustrating an example of a 
fourth gaming device display screen as it may be used on a 
gaming device 104 according to some embodiments of the 
present invention. 

[0025] FIG. 8 is a table illustrating an example data 
structure of an example user database 208 as depicted in 
FIG. 2 for use in some embodiments of the present inven- 

[0026] FIG. 9 is a table illustrating an example data 
structure of an example group database 208 as depicted in 
FIG. 2 for use in some embodiments of the present inven- 

[0027] FIG. 10 is a table illustrating an example data 
structure of an example group session database 208 as 
depicted in FIG. 2 for use in some embodiments of the 
present invention. 

[0028] FIG. 11 is a table illustrating an example data 
structure of an example current session database 208 as 
depicted in FIG. 2 for use in some embodiments of the 
present invention. 

[0029] FIG. 12 is a flow diagram illustrating an exemplary 
process for facilitating linked play gaming according to and 
for use in some embodiments of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF SOME 
EMBODIMENTS OF THE INVENTION 

[0030] The disclosed invention overcomes the above and 
other drawbacks of the prior art by allowing people to 
gamble as a group against a casino or each other. In some 
embodiments of the present invention, group members' 
individual gambling outcomes are combined into a group 
outcome. The group outcome is then matched against a set 
of criteria for beating the casino. If the group outcome meets 
the set of criteria, then the group receives a reward. In some 
embodiments, the reward is provided to the whole group, 
whereas in other embodiments, the reward is shared only 
among particular group members. As the group members 
generate their individual outcomes, they may communicate 
with one another, sharing in the excitement or disappoint- 
ment of each other's outcomes, and sharing advice for 
games with skill components. If the group wins, all members 
feel group satisfaction. Even if the group does not win, there 
are still the near misses to talk about. In any event, group 
competition provides casino patrons with a much more 
social experience than is typically had at a casino. Group 
play encourages people to remain at the casino until the 
group's competition has been completed. With group play, 
people will encourage more friends to accompany them to a 
casino so as to fill a group roster. The casino therefore 
benefits from increased gambling activity. 
[0031] There are many possible group formats. Instead of 
competing together against the casino, group members may 



compete against one another. Two or more group members 
may make a bet as to who will have the best gambling results 
for a session. The casino holds the bets from each group 
member, and gives the bets to the group member who had 
the best performance at the end of the gambling session. 
Another group format links group members' outcomes in 
some way. For instance, if two group members both receive 
an outcome of "orange-orange-orange" at almost the same 
time, then the two group members win a bonus prize in 
addition to the payout for "orange-orange-orange". Still 
another group format allows all group members to share in 
each other's winnings and losses. With this format, group 
members mitigate the risk of sustaining large losses them- 
selves and get to share in the luck of other group members. 
In yet another format, a group has its own progressive prize. 
Each group member's wagers contribute to the progressive 
prize and only group members are eligible to win the 
progressive prize. There are many other possible group 
formats. 

[0032] Group play is applicable to gamblers at a casino 
and to remote gamblers playing on the I nternet and/or via the 
telephone. Group play may be facilitated by a casino server. 
The casino server 102 receives user information from a 
gaming device, personal computer, or other input device. In 
addition, the casino server 102 receives information describ- 
ing the groups the users would like to form or to join. The 
casino server 102 stores information about a group's format, 
including any entry fee group members are required to pay, 
the amount of money group members may be required to 
wager as part of the group, the length of the group's 
gambling session, and so on. The casino server 102 also 
stores information about the group's objective, including the 
criteria the group is required to satisfy in order to win a 
prize, and the nature of the prize itself. The casino server 102 
may additionally store information about who belongs to a 
particular group. The casino server 102 may then track the 
gambling results of the individual group members, and 
aggregate the results into a group result or outcome. At the 
end of a group's gambling session, or at any appropriate 
point in time, the casino server 102 may determine whether 
the group or group members have met the group's objective, 
and if they have, may instruct group members' gaming 
devices to award prizes accordingly. 
[0033] With these and other advantages and features of the 
invention that will become hereinafter apparent, the nature 
of the invention may be more clearly understood by refer- 
ence to the following detailed description of the invention, 
the appended claims and to the several drawings included 
herein. 

[0034] In the following description, reference is made to 
the accompanying drawings that form a part hereof, and in 
which is shown, by way of illustration, specific embodi- 
ments in which the invention may be practiced. These 
embodiments are described in sufficient detail to enable 
those skilled in the art to practice the invention, and it is to 
be understood that other embodiments may be utilized and 
that structural, logical, software, and electrical changes may 
be made without departing from the scope of the present 
invention. The following description is, therefore, not to be 
taken in a limited sense, and the scope of the present 
invention is defined by the appended claims. 
[0035] Applicants have recognized that a need exists for 
systems and methods that provide users with a social expe- 
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rience while playing gaming devices. One particular benefit 
to users of embodiments of the present invention is that users 
are able to experience more interaction among people at a 
casino then they typically would playing conventional slot 
machines. This changes gambling, particularly gambling at 
slot machines, from an isolating experience into a dynamic 
social and exciting experience. Group play also provides 
opportunities to win much larger prizes than would other- 
wise be possible while at the same time, group play may 
allow people to reduce their risks of large losses and to share 
in the luck of others. 

[0036] From a casino's perspective, the present invention 
provides a number of benefits. People who have joined a 
group are likely to gamble at a casino at least for the duration 
of the group's session. Therefore, groups provide a means 
for a casino to ensure receipt of a certain amount of customer 
business. In addition, awarding prizes for group perfor- 
mance provides an alternative channel for distributing 
casino hotel rooms, show tickets, meals, and merchandise. A 
casino may profitably give away to groups anything it 
cannot sell through standard channels. Further, people will 
encourage friends or relatives to accompany them to a 
casino so as to form a group. Casinos will therefore benefit 
from increased patronage. Also, group play increases peo- 
ple's enjoyment of gambling by adding elements of shared 
experience, team pride and/or competition. Thus, people 
who enjoy the experience of gambling are likely to gamble 
for longer periods of time when gambling in groups. 
[0037] A. Terms 

[0038] Throughout the description that follows and unless 
otherwise specified, the following terms may include the 
meanings provided in this section. These terms and illustra- 
tive meanings are provided to clarify the language selected 
to describe embodiments of the invention both in the speci- 
fication and in the appended claims. 

[0039] The terms "products,""goods,""merchandise," and 
"services" shall be synonymous and may refer to anything 
licensed, leased, sold, available for sale, available for lease, 
available for licensing, and/or offered or presented for sale, 
lease, or licensing including packages of products, subscrip- 
tions to products, contracts, information, services, and intan- 

[0040] The term "merchant" may refer to an entity who 
may offer to sell, lease, and/or license one or more products 
to a consumer (for the consumer or on behalf of another) or 
to other merchants. For example, merchants may include 
sales channels, individuals, companies, manufacturers, dis- 
tributors, direct sellers, re-sellers, and/or retailers. Mer- 
chants may transact out of buildings including stores, out- 
lets, malls, casinos, and warehouses, and/or they may 
transact via any number of additional methods including 
mail order catalogs, vending machines, online web sites, 
and/or via telephone marketing. Note that a producer or 
manufacturer may choose not to sell to customers directly 
and in such a case, a retailer may serve as the manufacturer's 
or producer's sales channel. 

[0041] The terms "player" and "user" shall be synony- 
mous and may refer to any person or entity that operates a 
user device, a gaming device, and/or a user terminal. 

[0042] The term "gaming device" may refer to any elec- 
trical, mechanical, electro-mechanical and/or other device 



that may accept a wager, may follow a process to generate 
an outcome, and may pay winnings based on the outcome. 
The outcome may be randomly generated, as with a slot 
machine; may be generated through a combination of ran- 
domness and user skill, as with video poker; or may be 
generated entirely through user skill. A gaming device may 
include any gaming machine and/or system, including slot 
machines, video poker machines, video bingo machines, 
video roulette machines, video keno machines, video black- 
jack machines, arcade games, video games, pinball 
machines, skill crane machines, video lottery terminals, 
online gaming systems, sports betting machines, game con- 
soles, personal computers logged into online gaming sites, 
etc. Gaming devices may or may not be owned and/or 
maintained by a casino and/or may or may not exist within 
a casino location. 

[0043] The term "casino" may refer to the owner of 
gaming devices, owners' agents, and/or any entity who may 
profit from players' use of the gaming devices. 

[0044] The term "casino location" may refer to the physi- 
cal geographic site, complex, or building where gaming 
devices owned and/or operated by a casino are located. In 
the case of an online casino, casino location may refer to the 
address (e.g. the uniform resource locator (URL)) of the 
online casino's Web site or facility. 

[0045] The terms "handle pull" and "spin" shall be syn- 
onymous and may refer to a single play at a gaming device. 
In some embodiments, a handle pull may refer to a single 
complete game (or hand) or in other embodiments, the term 
may refer to a play related to a single wager. For example, 
in video blackjack, a user might play a single game in which 
he splits a pair of sevens, requiring an additional wager. This 
single game may be considered to include either one or two 
handle pulls. 

[0046] The terms "server" and "casino server" shall be 
synonymous and may refer to any device that may commu- 
nicate with one or more one or more gaming devices, one or 
more third-party servers, one or more remote controllers, 
one or more player devices, and/or other network nodes, and 
may be capable of relaying communications to and from 

[0047] The term "user terminal" and "remote controller" 
shall be synonymous and may refer to any device that may 
communicate with one or more casino servers, one or more 
gaming devices, one or more third-party service provider 
servers, one or more player devices, and/or other network 
nodes. User terminals may, for example, include personal 
computers, laptop computers, handheld computers, tele- 
phones, kiosks, automated teller machines, gaming devices, 
game consoles, and/or vending machines. They may include 
facilities to support secure communications using encryp- 
tion or the like. 

[0048] The terms "player device" and "user device" shall 
be synonymous and may refer to any device owned or used 
by a user or consumer capable of accessing and/or display- 
ing online and/or offline content. Player devices may com- 
municate with one or more casino servers, one or more 
gaming devices, one or more third-party service provider 
servers, one or more user terminals, and/or other network 
nodes. In some embodiments, player devices may, for 
example, include gaming devices, personal computers, per- 
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sonal digital assistants, point-of-sale terminals, point of 
display terminals, kiosks, telephones, cellular phones, auto- 
mated teller machines (ATMs), pagers, and combinations of 
such devices. 

[0049] The term "input device" may refer to a device that 
is used to receive an input. An input device may commu- 
nicate with or be part of another device (e.g. a point of sale 
terminal, a point of display terminal, a user terminal, a 
server, a player device, a gaming device, a controller, etc.). 
Some examples of input devices include: a bar-code scanner, 
a magnetic stripe reader, a computer keyboard, a point-of- 
sale terminal keypad, a touch-screen, a microphone, an 
infrared sensor, a sonic ranger, a computer port, a video 
camera, a motion detector, a digital camera, a network card, 
a universal serial bus (USB) port, a GPS receiver, a radio 
frequency identification (RFID) receiver, a RF receiver, a 
thermometer, a pressure sensor, and a weight scale. 
[0050] The term "output device" may refer to a device that 
is used to output information. An output device may com- 
municate with or be part of another device (e.g. a gaming 
device, a point of sale terminal, a point of display terminal, 
a player device, a casino device, a controller, etc.). Possible 
output devices include: a cathode ray tube (CRT) monitor, 
liquid crystal display (LCD) screen, light emitting diode 
(LED) screen, a printer, an audio speaker, an infra-red 
transmitter, a radio transmitter. 

[0051] The term "I/O device" may refer to any combina- 
tion of input and/or output devices. 
[0052] The term "frequent shopper card" may refer to a 
device that may be capable of identifying and/or storing 
information about a consumer/player who is a shopper. This 
information may include identifying information and shop- 
ping history information. The frequent shopper card may be 
machine readable, for example, by a POS terminal. Accord- 
ing to some embodiments of the present invention, a fre- 
quent shopper card may store player and/or group member- 
ship and/or group format information. 

[0053] The term "player tracking card" may refer to a 
device that may be capable of identifying and/or storing 
information about a consumer who is a casino player. 
Typically player tracking cards may be accessed by gaming 
devices and magnetic card readers operated by casino staff. 
The information stored on the player tracking card may 
include identifying information, as well as financial infor- 
mation, such as a number of gambling credits remaining. 
The card may be machine readable, for example, by a 
gaming device. According to some embodiments of the 
present invention, a player tracking card may store player 
and/or group membership and/or group format information. 

[0054] The term "ATM card" may refer to a device that 
may be capable of identifying and/or storing information 
about a consumer/player who is a bank customer. This 
information may include identifying information and bank 
account information. The ATM card may be machine read- 
able, for example, by an automated teller machine. Accord- 
ing to some embodiments of the present invention, an ATM 
card may store player and/or group membership and/or 
group format information. 

[0055] The term "gross winnings" may refer to a user's (or 
group's) total winnings for a session or time period, without 
regard to the amounts wagered during the session. 



[0056] The term "net winnings" may refer to a user's (or 
group's) total winnings for a session or time period, less the 
total amount wagered during that time period. 
[0057] The term "group format" may refer to a set of rules 
or guidelines a group and its members are required to follow 
to be eligible for a prize as a group member. The group 
format may include, for example, a specification of: the 
gaming devices at which group members are required to 
wager, the total amount of money group members are 
required to wager, the total amount of money group mem- 
bers are required to contribute to a common pool, the length 
of a group session, the number of people who may join the 
group, what happens if a group member leaves the group, 
and/or the way in which any prize will be distributed among 
the group members. 

[0058] The term "group objective" may refer to a prize 
and a set of criteria a group may be required to meet in order 
to win the prize. The group objective may include a speci- 
fication of some or all of the group format. Examples of the 
criteria may include: having the group's aggregate net 
winnings exceeding a certain threshold, having two or more 
group members attain an outcome simultaneously, having 
each person in the group win a certain amount, etc. In 
embodiments where group members compete with one 
another, the criteria may be criteria for each individual group 
member. For example, the criteria may include beating the 
other members of the group. Prizes, for example, may 
include cash, gambling tokens, discounted hotel rooms, 
discounted meals, discounted show tickets, free handle pulls 
at a gaming device, etc. 

[0059] The terms "playing group,""linked group,""linked 
play group," and "play group" shall be synonymous and may 
refer to a group of people whose play at a physical or on-line 
casino is linked in some way. For example, the members of 
a group may be linked in that they have each agreed to split 
a prize if the group's gross winnings exceed a certain 
amount. In some embodiments, a playing group may form at 
the request of a user. Alternatively, a group may form when 
the casino server 102 prompts two or more users to join. In 
addition to having their gambling results intertwined, in 
some embodiments, playing group members may also com- 
municate with one another and may participate in other 
group activities, such as group lunches, award ceremonies, 
and outings. 

[0060] The terms "linked play session" and "group play 
session" shall be synonymous and may refer to any period 
of time or a number of handle pulls during which group 
members' outcomes count towards a group objective. 
[0061] B. System 

[0062] An example embodiment of the system lOOAof the 
present invention is depicted in FIG. 1A. The system 100A 
according to some embodiments of the present invention 
may include a casino server 102 (an example of which is 
depicted in FIG. 2) in one or two-way communication with 
one or more gaming devices 104, 106, 108 (an example of 
which is depicted in FIG. 3) via a network, for example, the 
Internet or via another communications link. Although not 
pictured, other casino devices besides gaming devices 104, 
106, 108 may be connected to the casino server 102. 
Likewise, servers of other casinos and other establishments 
may be in direct or indirect communication with the casino 
server 102. 
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[0063] In operation, the casino server 102 may function 
under the control of a casino, a merchant, or other entity that 
may also control use of the gaming devices 104, 106, 108. 
For example, the casino server 102 may be a server in a 
merchant's network. In some embodiments, the casino 
server 102 may also be a merchant's server. 
[0064] Referring to FIG. IB, an alternative system 100B 
according to some other embodiments of the present inven- 
tion further includes one or more third-party servers 110. A 
third-party server 110 may also be in one or two-way 
communication with the casino server 102. However, as 
shown in the embodiment depicted in FIG. IB, the third- 
party server 110 may be disposed between the casino server 
102 and gaming devices 112, 114. Alternatively (not pic- 
tured), the third-party server 110 may be disposed between 
the casino server 102 and casino servers of other casinos. 
[0065] The primary difference between the two alternative 
embodiments depicted in FIGS. 1A and IB is that the 
embodiment of FIG. IB includes the third-party server 110 
which may be operable by an entity distinct and/or physi- 
cally remote from the entity operating the casino server 102. 
In operation, the third-party server 110 may perform the 
methods of the present invention by sending signals to the 
casino server 102 to be relayed to the gaming devices 104, 
106, 108. For example, a marketing company may operate 
the third-party server 110 to create gaming competitions or 
facilitate linked play on behalf of the casino in which a 
casino server 102 is used to control gaming devices 104, 
106, 108. In the embodiment of FIG. 1A, the functions of 
the third-party server 110 may be consolidated into the 
casino server 102. 

[0066] An additional difference between these two 
embodiments relates to the physical topology of the systems 
100A and 100B. In both of the depicted embodiments, each 
node may securely communicate with every other node in 
the system 100A, 100B via, for example, a virtual private 
network (VPN). Thus, all nodes may be logically connected. 
However, the embodiment depicted in FIG. IB allows the 
third-party server 110 to optionally serve as a single gateway 
between the nodes 102, 104, 106, 108 that will typically be 
under the control of a casino (and players within the casinos' 
location) and the other nodes in the system 100B, i.e. nodes 
112, 114 that may be operated by players outside of the 
casinos' location. In some embodiments of the present 
invention, the centralization, security, and control that natu- 
rally results from this topology is useful in monitoring use 
of the system. 

[0067] In both embodiments pictured in FIGS. 1A and 
IB, communication between the casino server 102, the 
gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114), and/or the third- 
party server 110, may be direct and/or via a network such as 
the Internet. 

[0068] Referring to both FIGS. 1A and IB, each of the 
casino server 102, (the third-party server 110 of FIG. IB), 
and the gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) may 
comprise, for example, computers, such as those based on 
the Intel® Pentium® processor, that are adapted to commu- 
nicate with each other. Any number of third-party servers 
118, external casino servers (not pictured), and/or gaming 
devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) may be in direct or 
indirect, one or two-way communication with the casino 
server 102. The third-party server 110, the casino server 102, 



and/or the gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) may 
each be physically proximate to each other or geographically 
remote from each other. The third-party server 110, the 
casino server 102, and/or the gaming devices 104, 106, 108, 
(112, 114) may each include input devices and output 
devices. 

[0069] As indicated above, communication between the 
casino server 102, the third-party server 110, and the gaming 
devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) may be direct or indirect, 
such as over an Internet Protocol (IP) network such as the 
Internet, an intranet, or an extranet through a web site 
maintained by the casino server 102 (and/or the third-party 
server 110) on a remote server or over an online data 
network including commercial on-line service providers, 
bulletin board systems, routers, gateways, and the like. In 
some embodiments, the nodes may communicate with each 
other over local area networks including Ethernet, Token 
Ring, and the like, radio frequency communications, infra- 
red communications, microwave communications, cable 
television systems, satellite links, Wide Area Networks 
(WAN), Asynchronous Transfer Mode (ATM) networks, 
Public Switched Telephone Network (PSTN), other wireless 
networks, and the like. 

[0070] Those skilled in the art will understand that devices 
in communication with each other need not be continually 
transmitting to each other. On the contrary, such devices 
need only transmit to each other as necessary, and may 
actually refrain from exchanging data most of the time. For 
example, a device in communication with another device via 
the Internet may not transmit data to the other device for 
weeks or months at a time. 

[0071] The casino server 102 (and/or the third-party server 
110) may function as a "Web server" that presents and/or 
generates Web pages which are documents stored on Inter- 
net-connected computers accessible via the World Wide 
Web using protocols such as, e.g., the hyper-text transfer 
protocol ("HTTP"). Such documents typically include one 
or more hyper-text markup language ("HTML") files, asso- 
ciated graphics, and script files. A Web server allows com- 
munication with the casino server 102 in a manner known in 
the art. The gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) may 
use a web browser, such as NAVIGATOR® published by 
NETSCAPE® for accessing HTML forms generated or 
maintained by or on behalf of the casino server 102 and/or 
the third-party server 110. 

[0072] As indicated above, any or all of the casino server 
102, the third-party server 110, and/or the gaming devices 
104, 106, 108, (112, 114) may include or be part of, e.g., 
processor based cash registers, telephones, interactive voice 
response (IVR) systems such as the ML400-IVR designed 
by MISSING LINK INTERACTIVE VOICE RESPONSE 
SYSTEMS, cellular/wireless phones, vending machines, 
pagers, gaming devices including slot machines, personal 
computers, portable types of computers, such as a laptop 
computer, a wearable computer, a palm-top computer, a 
hand-held computer, a smart card, and/or a Personal Digital 
Assistant ("PDA"). Further details of the casino server 102, 
the third-party server 110, and the gaming devices 104, 106, 
108, (112, 114) are provided below with respect to FIGS. 2 
through 7. 

[0073] As indicated above, in some embodiments of the 
invention, the casino server 102 (and/or the third-party 



US 2003/0064807 Al 



6 



Apr. 3, 2003 



server 110) may include gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 
114). In addition, the casino server 102 may communicate 
with users directly instead of through the gaming devices 
104, 106, 108, (112, 114). Although not pictured, the casino 
server 102, the third-party server 110, and/or the gaming 
devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) may also be in commu- 
nication with one or more consumer and/or merchant credit 
institutions to effect currency transactions and may do so 
directly or via a secure financial network such as the Fedwire 
network maintained by the United States Federal Reserve 
System, the Automated Clearing House (ACH) Network, the 
Clearing House Interbank Payments System (CHIPS), or the 
like. 

[0074] In operation, the gaming devices 104, 106, 108, 
(112, 114) and/or the third-party server 110 may exchange 
information about the groups, linked play, and/or the indi- 
vidual group members via the casino server 102. In embodi- 
ments with a third-party server 110, the casino server 102 
and/or the gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) may 
exchange information about the groups, linked play, and/or 
the individual group members via the third-party server 110. 
The gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) may for 
example, provide information related to group format selec- 
tions and group objectives to the casino server 102 (and/or 
the third-party server 110). The gaming devices 104, 106, 
108, (112, 114) may further provide gambling performance 
data to the casino server 102 (and/or the third-party server 
110). The casino server 102 (and/or the third-party server 
110) may provide information about group progress to the 
players at the gaming devices 104, 106, 108 in the casino 
location or to remote gaming devices 112, 114. 

[0075] C. Devices 

[0076] FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating details of an 
example of the casino server 102 of FIGS. 1A and IB 
(and/or an example of a third-party server 110 of FIG. IB). 
The casino server 102 is operative to manage the system 
100A, 100B and execute the methods of the present inven- 
tion. The casino server 102 may be implemented as one or 
more system controllers, one or more dedicated hardware 
circuits, one or more appropriately programmed general 
purpose computers, or any other similar electronic, mechani- 
cal, electromechanical, and/or human operated device. For 
example, in FIG. IB, the casino server 102 is depicted as 
being in communication with a third-party server 110. In the 
embodiment of FIG. IB, these two servers may provide the 
same functions as the casino server 102 alone in the embodi- 
ment of FIG. 1A. 

[0077] The casino server 102 (and/or the third-party server 
110) may include a processor 200, such as one or more 
Intel® Pentium® processors. The processor 200 may 
include or be coupled to one or more clocks or timers (not 
pictured) and one or more communication ports 202 through 
which the processor 200 communicates with other devices 
such as the gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) and/or 
the third-party server 110. The processor 200 is also in 
communication with a data storage device 204. The data 
storage device 204 may include any appropriate combina- 
tion of magnetic, optical and/or semiconductor memory, and 
may include, for example, additional processors, communi- 
cation ports, Random Access Memory ("RAM"), Read-Only 
Memory ("ROM"), a compact disc and/or a hard disk. The 
processor 200 and the storage device 204 may each be, for 



example: (i) located entirely within a single computer or 
other computing device; or (ii) connected to each other by a 
remote communication medium, such as a serial port cable, 
a LAN, a telephone line, radio frequency transceiver, a fiber 
optic connection or the like. In some embodiments for 
example, the casino server 102 may comprise one or more 
computers (or processors 200) that are connected to a remote 
server computer operative to maintain databases, where the 
data storage device 204 is comprised of the combination of 
the remote server computer and the associated databases. 
[0078] The data storage device 204 stores a program 206 
for controlling the processor 200. The processor 200 per- 
forms instructions of the program 206, and thereby operates 
in accordance with the present invention, and particularly in 
accordance with the methods described in detail herein. The 
present invention may be embodied as a computer program 
206 developed using an object oriented language that allows 
the modeling of complex systems with modular objects to 
create abstractions that are representative of real world, 
physical objects and their interrelationships. However, it 
would be understood by one of ordinary skill in the art that 
the invention as described herein can be implemented in 
many different ways using a wide range of programming 
techniques as well as general purpose hardware systems or 
dedicated controllers. The program 206 may be stored in a 
compressed, uncompiled and/or encrypted format. The pro- 
gram 206 furthermore may include program elements that 
may be generally useful, such as an operating system, a 
database management system and device drivers for allow- 
ing the processor 200 to interface with computer peripheral 
devices. Appropriate general purpose program elements arc 
known to those skilled in the art, and need not be described 
in detail herein. 

[0079] Further, the program 206 is operative to execute a 
number of invention-specific, objects, modules and/or sub- 
routines which may include (but are not limited to) one or 
more routines to identify a player al a gaming device 104, 
106, 108, (112, 114); one or more routines to receive 
information about a user; one or more routines to establish 
and to provide group objective and/or group format infor- 
mation to a user at a gaming device 104, 106, 108, (112, 
114); one or more routines to form and register a group and 
associate players with the group; one or more routines to 
store group members' performance information; one or 
more routines to facilitate interaction among group mem- 
bers, one or more routines to facilitate and control commu- 
nications between gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) 
and/or a third-party server 110; one or more routines to 
terminate linked play; one or more routines to determine 
whether group objects were achieved and group formats 
were complied with; and/or one or more routines to control 
databases or software objects that track information regard- 
ing users, casinos, merchants supplying prizes, other third- 
parties, gambling results, group data, gaming devices 104, 
106, 108, (112, 114), and awarding prizes. Examples of these 
routines and their operation are described in detail below in 
conjunction with the flowchart depicted in FIG. 12. 

[0080] According to some embodiments of the present 
invention, the instructions of the program 206 may be read 
into a main memory of the processor 200 from another 
computer-readable medium, such from a ROM to a RAM. 
Execution of sequences of the instructions in the program 
206 causes processor 200 to perform the process steps 
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described herein. In alternative embodiments, hard-wired 
circuitry or integrated circuits may be used in place of, or in 
combination with, software instructions for implementation 
of the processes of the present invention. Thus, embodi- 
ments of the present invention are not limited to any specific 
combination of hardware, firmware, and/or software. 

[0081] In addition to the program 206, the storage device 
204 is also operative to store (i) a user database 208, (ii) a 
group database 210, (iii) a group session database 212, and 
(iv) a current session database 214. The databases 208, 210, 
212, 214 are described in detail below and example struc- 
tures are depicted with sample entries in the accompanying 
figures. As will be understood by those skilled in the art, the 
schematic illustrations and accompanying descriptions of 
the sample databases presented herein are exemplary 
arrangements for stored representations of information. Any 
number of other arrangements may be employed besides 
those suggested by the tables shown. For example, even 
though four separate databases are illustrated, the invention 
could be practiced effectively using one, two, three, five, or 
more functionally equivalent databases. Similarly, the illus- 
trated entries of the databases represent exemplary informa- 
tion only; those skilled in the art will understand that the 
number and content of the entries can be different from those 
illustrated herein. Further, despite the depiction of the data- 
bases as tables, an object-based model could be used to store 
and manipulate the data types of the present invention and 
'likewise, object methods or behaviors can be used to imple- 
ment the processes of the present invention. These processes 
are described below in detail with respect to FIG. 12. 

[0082] Turning to FIG. 3, a block diagram depicting an 
example a gaming device 104 may include a processor 300 
coupled to a communications port 302, a data storage device 
304 that stores a gaming device program 306, a display 
screen 308, a player tracking card reader 310, and/or a user 
input device 312. In embodiments in which, for example, the 
casino server 102 serves/controls multiple casinos operated 
by different entities, a casino may wish to have a local copy 
of the portions of the casino server's databases 208, 210, 
212, 214 that include entries related to that casino and 
exclude other casinos' access to that casino's information. 
Thus, in some embodiments of a gaming device 104 accord- 
ing to the present invention there may be included local 
copies of some portions of the databases 208, 210, 212, 214. 
Such a redundant configuration may provide enhanced sys- 
tem performance by reducing network communications. A 
gaming device program 306 may include one or more 
routines to respond to requests from other gaming devices 
106, 108, (112, 114) for group data and performance infor- 
mation. In other words, a local copy of a portion of the user 
database (not pictured) may provide the gaming device 
program 306 with access to information about specific 
players while the local copy of a portion of the group 
database (not pictured) may provide access to the group 
data. Such a distributed configuration may provide enhanced 
system security by allowing different casinos to store and 
maintain their own databases. In some embodiments, local 
copies of the databases are not stored on the gaming devices 
104, 106, 108, (112, 114) and instead, the gaming device 
program 306 accesses the user database 208 and the group 
database 210 stored and maintained on the casino server 
102. Likewise, in some embodiments, the databases may 
only exist on a third-party server 110 and thus, both the 



casino server 102 and the gaming devices 104, 106, 108, 
(112, 114) access the third-party server 110 for the data. 

[0083] Turning to FIG. 4, an example embodiment of a 
"Competition Request" dialog box 400 as it may be dis- 
played on the display screen 308 of a gaming device 104 is 
depicted. Using information from the user database 208 and 
upon detecting a suitable player at a gaming device 104 
using a player tracking card reader 310, in some embodi- 
ments the gaming device 104 may display a dialog box 400 
to a player that, for example, says: 

[0084] Hello Mrs. Jones. Mr. Henry Jones challenges 
you to a bet of $15 to see who has the best results for 
the next hour. If you accept, we will deduct $15 from 
your credits, and hold the $15 for the next hour. If, 
in the next hour, you win more in payouts than does 
Mr. Henry Jones, we will give back your $15 plus 
$15 from Mr. Henry Jones. Otherwise, he will keep 
your $15. The casino will also provide a buffet comp 
to the winner. Press the "Accept" button below to 
accept. Press "Decline" to decline. 
[0085] The player may then simply select either the 
Accept button 402 or the Decline button 404 to indicate her 
choice. The gaming device 104 is further operative to 
communicate the player's selection back lo the casino server 
102 for storage in the group database 212. In some embodi- 
ments, a "Competition Request" dialog box 400 may be 
presented to users outside a casino location operating a user 
device and/or to users inside a casino location operating a 
gaming device 104 (or any appropriate casino device). In 
some embodiments, a "Competition Request" dialog box 
400 may be implemented as a Web page generated and/or 
stored remotely but viewed locally via a Web browser. Such 
a Web page may be created by the casino server 102 program 
206 and/or the gaming device 104 program 306. In some 
embodiments, a "Competition Request" dialog box 400 may 
be implemented as a program that executes locally on a user 
terminal and/or on a gaming device 104 (or any appropriate 
casino device). 

[0086] Turning to FIG. 5, an example embodiment of a 
"Create a Group for Linked Play" dialog box 500 as it may 
be displayed on the display screen 308 of a gaming device 
104 is depicted. The particular example depicted allows a 
player, a casino, or a third party to enter information to 
register a group and choose a group objective and a group 
format. In the depicted embodiment, registering includes 
responding to a group name prompt 502 by completing a 
name input field 504, responding to a group size limit 
prompt 506 by completing a size input field 508, and 
responding to a potential members' names to invite prompt 
510 by completing a members input field 512. 

[0087] In this example, the group objective may be 
selected by activating one or more group objective buttons 
516, 518, 520 in response to a group objective prompt 514. 
The "net winnings" group objective button 516 may be used 
to indicate to the system 100A, 100B that the group is to 
have the objective of achieving a certain amount of net 
winnings. The particular amount required by the casino to 
win a prize may be determined by the system 100A, 100B 
based upon the number of players in the group and the length 
of the linked play session. 

[0088] The "simultaneous occurrence" group objective 
button 518 may be used to indicate to the system 100A, 
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100B that the group is to have the objective of generating a 
number of identical or associated outcomes within a denned 
time period or number of handle pulls. Again, the particular 
number of simultaneous associated outcomes required by 
the casino to win a prize may be determined by the system 
100A, 100B based upon the number of players in the group 
and the length of the linked play session. 

[0089] The "group progressive" group objective button 
520 may be used to indicate to the system 100A, 100B that 
a portion of each wager of each group member is to be set 
aside into a "group progressive prize" and some predefined 
rule is to be used to award the prize to a group member at 
the end of the linked play session. In some embodiments, for 
example, a group progressive prize may be used to fund the 
prize for the two group members who receive identical 
simultaneous outcomes or the player that contributes the 
most to the group's aggregate net winnings score. 

[0090] In the particular example of FIG. 5, the linked play 
session length may be selected by activating one of the 
length buttons 524, 526, 528, 530 in response to the session 
length prompt 522. The user, casino, and or third-party may 
then select the Finished button 532 to signal the gaming 
device 104 to communicate the selections back to the casino 
server 102 for storage in the group database 212. In some 
embodiments, a "Create a Group for Linked Play" dialog 
box 500 may be presented to users outside a casino location 
operating a user device and/or to users inside a casino 
location operating a gaming device 104 (or any appropriate 
casino device). In some embodiments, a "Create a Group for 
Linked Play" dialog box 500 may be implemented as a Web 
page generated and/or stored remotely but viewed locally 
via a Web browser. Such a Web page may be created by the 
casino server 102 program 206 and/or the gaming device 
104 program 306. In some embodiments, a "Create a Group 
for Linked Play" dialog box 500 may be implemented as a 
program that executes locally on a user terminal and/or on 
a gaming device 104 (or any appropriate casino device). 

[0091] Turning to FIG. 6, an example of a "simultaneous 
occurrence" payout table 600 as it may be displayed on the 
display screen 308 of a gaming device 104 is depicted. Such 
a payout table 600 may be used to indicate the potentially 
large group payouts available to group members who are 
engaged in linked play with an objective of receiving 
simultaneous associated outcomes. The particular example 
table 600 shown includes five columns: (i) an outcome on 
first device column 602 that specifies a first outcome; (ii) a 
payout for outcome on first device alone column 604 that 
specifies the number of tokens awarded for generating the 
outcome specified in the first column; (iii) an outcome on 
second device column 606 that specifies a second outcome; 
(iv) a payout for outcome on second device alone column 
608 that specifies the number of tokens awarded for gener- 
ating the outcome specified in the third column; and (v) a 
payout for simultaneous occurrence for the two outcomes 
column 610 that specifies the number of tokens awarded for 
two players independently and simultaneously generating 
one each of the two outcomes specified in the first and third 
columns. 

[0092] This type of payout table 600 thus may be used to 
indicate associations between outcomes of different 
machines. For example, row one creates an association 
between an "orange-orange-orange" outcome on a reel slot 



machine with a "four of a kind" outcome on a video poker 
machine. According to the example data in the first row, if 
two linked players, one playing a reel slot machine and the 
other playing a video poker machine, simultaneously receive 
an orange-orange-orange outcome and a four of a kind 
outcome respectively, a payout of 200 tokens will be 
awarded. In some embodiments, where players may use the 
same type of machine, the group objective may be to receive 
simultaneous identical outcomes. 

[0093] Turning to FIG. 7, an example of a group obj ective 
progress graph 700 as it may be displayed on the display 
screen 308 of a gaming device 104 is depicted. Such a 
progress graph 700 may be used to illustrate group results to 
individual group members engaged in linked play with an 
objective of achieving an aggregate gross winnings thresh- 
old within a defined time period. The particular example 
graph 700 shown indicates that if the group can maintain 
their current pace of winnings for the final five minutes of 
the linked play session, they will achieve the goal amount 
and thus qualify for a group prize. Providing such a repre- 
sentation to a linked play group may inspire the members to 
maintain or increase their pace of wagering to ensure that the 
group objective is met. Many alternative graphs, including 
alternative parameters such as group net winnings vs. handle 
pulls, may be used depending on the group's objective 
and/or format. 

[0094] D. Databases 

[0095] As indicated above, it should be noted that 
although the example embodiment depicted in FIG. 2 
includes four particular databases stored in storage device 
204, other database arrangements may be used which would 
still be in keeping with the spirit and scope of the present 
invention. In other words, the present invention could be 
implemented using any number of different database files or 
data structures, as opposed to the four depicted in FIG. 2. 
Further, the individual database files could be stored on 
different servers (e.g. located on different storage devices in 
different geographic locations, such as on a third-party 
server 110). Likewise, the programs 206, 306 could also be 
located remotely from the storage devices 204, 304 and/or 
on another server. As indicated above, the programs 206, 
306 may include instructions for retrieving, manipulating, 
and storing data in the databases 208, 210, 212, 214, as may 
be useful in performing the methods of the invention as will 
be further described below. 

[0096] 1. User Database 

[0097] Turning to FIG. 8, a tabular representation of an 
embodiment of a user database 208 according to some 
embodiments of the present invention is illustrated. This 
particular tabular representation of a user database 208 
includes three sample records or entries which each include 
information regarding a particular user. In some embodi- 
ments of the invention, a user database 208 is used to track 
such things as player identity, player financial account 
information, player demographic information, and player 
gambling performance information, as well as linked play 
preference information. Those skilled in the art will recog- 
nize that such a user database 208 may include any number 
of entries or additional fields. 

[0098] The particular tabular representation of a user 
database 208 depicted in FIG. 8 includes eight fields for 
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each of the entries or records. The fields may include: (i) a 
player tracking card number field 800 that stores a repre- 
sentation uniquely identifying the user; (ii) a name field 802 
that stores a representation of the user's name; (iii) a 
financial account identifier field 804 that stores a represen- 
tation of a bank account number, a credit card number, or 
other financial account information needed to charge an 
account; (iv) a home address field 806 that stores a repre- 
sentation of the player's home address; (v) an email address 
field 808 that stores a representation of the player's email 
address; (vi) a demographic field 810 that stores a repre- 
sentation of a description of demographic information about 
the user; (vii) a desired group characteristics field 812 that 
stores a representation of a description of group character- 
istics that the player desires in a group that he would 
consider joining; and (viii) a lifetime theoretical win field 
814 that stores a representation of the user's lifetime theo- 

[0099] The example user database 208 depicted in FIG. 8 
provides example data to illustrate the meaning of the 
information stored in this database embodiment. A tracking 
card number 800 (e.g. "P111123,""P222234,""P333345") 
may be used to identify and index the players listed in the 
user database 208. Three examples of player information are 
provided. "Sam Brown" with credit card number "1111- 
1111-1111-1111" is a "male, age 23" who lives at "Any- 
place, USA," has the email address "sbrown@rain.com" and 
has a lifetime theoretical win of "$2345," is interested in 
joining groups with "quarter slot players. ""Linda Jones" 
'with bank account number "2222-2222-2222-2222" is a 
"female, age 47" who lives at "Someplace, USA," has the 
email address "ljones@shine.com" and has a lifetime theo- 
retical win of "$765," is only interested in being in a "group 
with only P444444. ""Margie Smith" with credit card num- 
ber "3333-3333-3333-3333" is a "female, age 65" who lives 
at "Anywhere, USA," has an email address 
"margie@east.com" and has a lifetime theoretical win of 
"$6100," is interested in joining a group that includes 
females over 55." 

[0100] 2. Group Database 

[0101] Turning to FIG. 9, a tabular representation of an 
embodiment of a group database 210 according to some 
embodiments of the present invention is illustrated. This 
particular tabular representation of a group database 210 
includes four sample records or entries which each include 
information regarding a group registered for linked play. In 
some embodiments of the invention, a group database 210 is 
used to track such things as group members' identity, the 
relationship or commonality among members, and the group 
sessions, as well as to associate individual players with their 
groups. Those skilled in the art will recognize that such a 
group database 210 may include any number of entries or 
additional fields. 

[0102] The particular tabular representation of a group 
database 210 depicted in FIG. 9 includes four fields for each 
of the entries or records. The fields may include: (i) a group 
identifier field 900 that stores a representation uniquely 
identifying the group; (ii) a group members list field 902 that 
stores a representation listing the members of the group, 
wherein the members are represented by player tracking 
card numbers that may serve as pointers into the user 
database 208 depicted in FIG. 8 and discussed above; (iii) 



a common characteristics field 904 that stores a representa- 
tion of the relationship or commonality among members of 
the group; and (iv) a group sessions field 906 that stores a 
representation listing the linked play sessions the group has 
played or will play, wherein the linked play sessions are 
represented by session identifiers that may serve as pointers 
into the group session database 212 depicted in FIG. 10 and 
discussed below. 

[0103] The example group database 210 depicted in FIG. 
9 provides example data to illustrate the meaning of the 
information stored in this database embodiment. Referring 
to the first record, group "Gllll" includes players 
"P222210, P333321" who are members of the "same fam- 
ily" and have participated in three group sessions: "S1122, 
S2233, S3344." Referring to the second record, group 
"G2222" includes players "P444432, P555543, P666654, 
P777765, P888876" who are "women from Ohio" and have 
participated in one group session: "S2211. "Referring to the 
third record, group "G3333" includes players "P988889, 
P877778, P766667" who are "friends" and have participated 
in four group sessions: "S3333, S4444, S5555, S6666." 
Referring to the fourth record, group "G4444" includes 
players "P100001, P200002, P300003. P900009" who have 
no common characteristics and have participated in two 
group sessions: "S7777, S8888." 
[0104] 3. Group Session Database 
[0105] Turning to FIG. 10, a tabular representation of an 
embodiment of a group session database 212 according to 
some embodiments of the present invention is illustrated. 
This particular tabular representation of a group session 
database 212 includes four sample records or entries which 
each include information regarding an individual group play 
session. In some embodiments of the invention, a group 
session database 212 is used to track information descriptive 
of the participating group (or groups), the game played, any 
entry fees, the time of play, the group's objective, and 
results. Those skilled in the art will recognize that such a 
group session database 212 may include any number of 
entries or additional fields. 

[0106] The particular tabular representation of a group 
session database 212 depicted in FIG. 10 includes nine 
fields for each of the entries or records. The fields may 
include: (i) a session identifier field 1000 that stores a 
representation uniquely identifying a particular group play 
session; (ii) a group identifier field 1002 that stores a 
representation of the group playing the session wherein the 
groups are identified using the same identifiers used in the 
group database 210 of FIG. 9; (iii) a game field 1004 that 
stores a representation of a description of the game(s) played 
by the group during the session; (iv) an entry fee field 1006 
that stores a representation of the fee charged to participate 
in the session; (v) a session field 1008 that stores a repre- 
sentation of the times and dates of the session; (vi) an 
objective field 1010 that stores a representation of a descrip- 
tion of group objective; (vii) a wager amount field 1012 that 
stores a representation of the size of the wager per handle 
pull that players are required to bet; (viii) a prize structure 
field 1014 that stores a representation of a description of one 
or more prizes to be awarded to specified group members if 
the group objective is met; and (ix) a result field 1016 that 
stores a representation of the groups' results. 
[0107] The example group database 212 of FIG. 10 pro- 
vides example data to illustrate the meaning of the infor- 
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mation stored in this database embodiment. A session iden- 
tifier 1000 (i.e. "S1122,""S2211,""S3333,""S8888") may be 
used to identify and index linked play sessions. Referring to 
the first sample entry, Group "Gill" (which we happen to 
know consists of two members of the same family from the 
first entry in the group database 210) paid "$20 each" as an 
entry fee to play "3-reel slots" competing to achieve the 
"highest net winnings" during "10:00 AM-12:00 PM May 9, 
2004" on "$1" per wager machines. "P333321 won 1st" 
prize which was "$39," the entry fee less one dollar. 

[0108] Referring to the second sample entry, Group 
"G2222" (which we happen to know consists of five women 
from Ohio based on the second entry in the group database 
210) paid no entry fee to play "video poker" competing to 
achieve the "most skillful play" during "3:30PM-5:30PM 
May 12, 2004 [but] limit[ed to] 50 minutes/hour" on "$0.25" 
per wager machines. "P555543 won 1st"" prize which was 
a "free dinner" and "P666654 won 2nd" prize which was a 
"free lunch." 

[0109] Referring to the third sample entry, Group 
"G3333" (which we happen to know consists of three 
friends according to the third entry in the group database 
210) paid no entry fee to play "5-reel slots" attempting to 
achieve "2 players with simultaneous payouts >$100" dur- 
ing "2:00 AM-3:00 AM Jul. 9, 2004" on "$1" per wager 
machines. The objective was achieved and "P988889 and 
P877778 split $2000." 

[0110] Referring to the fourth sample entry, Group 
"G4444" paid an entry fee of "$100 for the group" to play 
"various" games attempting to achieve an objective wherein 
the "group wins $1000 if [the] number of payouts over 
$20>300" during sessions held "Sundays, Sep. 4, 2004-Oct. 
2, 2004, limitfed to] 1 hour/day" on "$1" per wager 
machines. Group "G4444" is "in process" attempting to 
achieve the objective. 

[0111] 4. Current Session Database 

[0112] Turning now to FIG. 11, a tabular representation of 
an embodiment of a current session database 214 according 
to some embodiments of the present invention is illustrated. 
This particular tabular representation of a current session 
database 214 includes sample records or entries which each 
include information regarding the details of a particular spin 
in a linked play session. In some embodiments of the 
invention, a current session database 214 may be used by a 
casino to store each and every outcome and payout amount 
of each player in a group engaged in an active linked play 
session. Those skilled in the art will recognize that such a 
current session database 214 may include any number of 
entries or additional fields. 

[0113] The particular tabular representation of a current 
session database 214 depicted in FIG. 11 includes five fields 
for each of the entries or records. In addition, the embodi- 
ment depicted includes three summary fields. The fields may 
include: (i) a spin field 1108 that stores a representation 
uniquely identifying a handle pull; (ii) a first player outcome 
field 1110 that stores a representation that is descriptive of 
the first player's outcome for the particular handle pull; (iii) 
a first player payout field 1112 that stores a representation of 
the amount the particular handle pull paid the first player; 
(iv) a second player outcome field 1114 that stores a repre- 
sentation that is descriptive of the second player's outcome 



for the particular handle pull; and (v) a second player payout 
field 1116 that stores a representation of the amount the 
particular handle pull paid the second player. Those skilled 
in the art will recognize that additional fields may be added 
to accommodate additional group members but that the 
sample data used in this particular example only required 
fields for a two-member group. The summary fields may 
include (i) a session field 110 that stores a representation that 
uniquely identifies the session; (ii) a group members field 
1102 that includes sub-fields 1104, 1106 that provide a 
break-out of the identifiers of individual group members' 
player tracking card numbers; and (iii) net winnings fields 
for each player 1118, 1120 that each store a representation of 
a running total of the respective player's current net win- 
nings in the session. 

[0114] The example current session database 214 depicted 
in FIG. 11 provides example data to illustrate the meaning 
of the information stored in this database embodiment. A 
session field 1100 (e.g. S1122) may be used to identify the 
particular linked play session being recorded. The outcomes 
1110, 1114 (e.g. Bell-Bell-Lemon, Cherry-Cherry-Cherry, 
Bar-Plum-7, Orange-Bell-Cherry; Orange-Orange-Bar, 
Lemon-Blank-Orange, Bell-Plum-Orange, 7-7-7) and the 
respective payout amounts 1112, 1116 (e.g. 0, 20, 0, 2; 10, 
0, 0, 1 00) are listed in columns under the group members 
1102 player tracking card numbers (e.g. P222210, P333321). 
Each row of outcomes 1110, 1114 and respective payout 
amounts 1112, 1116 may be enumerated and indexed by a 
spin number 1108 (e.g. 1, 2, 3, N). The net winnings fields 
1118, 1120 (e.g. -30, 45) reflect the current running total net 
winnings (or loses) of the group member 1102 column under 
which the respective net winnings field appears. Thus, after 
N handle pulls, group member P222210 has lost 30 tokens 
and group member P333321 has won 45 tokens. 
[0115] E. Process Descriptions 

[0116] The system discussed above, including the hard- 
ware components and the databases, are useful to perform 
the methods of the invention. However, it should be under- 
stood that not all of the above described components and 
databases are necessary to perform any of the present 
invention's methods. In fact, in some embodiments, none of 
the above described system is required to practice the 
invention's methods. The system described above is an 
example of a system that would be useful in practicing the 
invention's methods. For example, the user database 208 
described above with respect to FIG. 8 is useful for tracking 
users and information about them, but it is not absolutely 
necessary to have such a database in order to perform the 
methods of the invention. In other words, the methods 
described below may be practiced using a conventional 
player tracking list in conjunction with a casino's conven- 
tional accounting system. 

[0117] Referring to FIG. 12, a flow chart is depicted that 
represents some embodiments of the present invention that 
may be performed by the casino server 102 (FIGS. 1A and 
IB), the casino, an external third-party, and/or an integrated 
third-party entity/device such as a third-party server 110. It 
must be understood that the particular arrangement of ele- 
ments in the flow chart of FIG. 12, as well as the order of 
example steps of various methods discussed herein, is not 
meant to imply a fixed order, sequence, and/or timing to the 
steps; embodiments of the present invention can be practiced 
in any order, sequence, and/or timing that is practicable. 
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[0118] In general terms and referring to FIG. 14, method 
steps of an embodiment of the present invention may be 
summarized as follows. In Step SI, a casino server 102 
registers a group for linked play. In Step S2, a group 
objective and a group format are established. In Step S3, the 
linked play according to the group format is initiated on the 
gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114). In Step S4, the 
casino server 102, or another device, facilitates interaction 
between the group members. In Step S5, the linked play is 
terminated according to the group format. In Step S7, a 
determination is made by the casino server 102 whether the 
group objective has been achieved and in Step S8, prizes are 
awarded via the gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) if 
the group objective was achieved. 

[0119] In the subsections that follow, each of these steps 
will now be discussed in greater detail. Note that not all of 
these steps are required to perform the method of the present 
invention and that additional and/or alternative steps are also 
discussed below. Also note that the above general steps 
represent features of only some of the embodiments of the 
present invention and that they may be combined and/or 
subdivided in any number of different ways so that the 
method includes more or fewer actual steps. For example, in 
some embodiments many additional steps may be added to 
update and maintain the databases described above, but as 
indicated, it is not necessary to use the above described 
databases in all embodiments of the invention. In other 
words, the methods of the present invention may contain any 
number of steps that are practicable to implement the 
processes described herein. 
[0120] 1. Registering A Group For Linked Play 
[0121] In Step SI, a group is formed and in some embodi- 
ments, the members are registered with the casino server 
102. A playing group may be any group of people whose 
gambling results are linked in some way. For example, each 
member of a group of five people may agree to share equally 
in the winnings or the losses of the group as a whole. If, at 
the end of a gambling session, the group members have won 
$500 between them, then each member receives S100. In 
another example, each member of a playing group may win 
a large prize if at least two group members achieve the 
outcome "orange-orange-orange" within 30 seconds of one 
another. In a third example, each member of a playing group 
contributes $10 to a common pool at the beginning of a 
gambling session. At the end of the session, the group 
member who has won the most gambling wins the common 
pool of money. In all of these examples, the money a group 
member ultimately wins is influenced by the gambling 
performances of other group members, and thus, the play is 

[0122] A typical playing group might include people with 
a preexisting relationship. A playing group might include a 
husband and wife, several college friends, people belonging 
to the same business group, and so on. In some embodi- 
ments, a group could just as well include people who do not 
know each other. However, even members of a group of 
strangers might share common characteristics. For example, 
each might be in a similar age group, each might be of the 
same gender, or each might prefer to gamble at a particular 
type of slot machine. 

[0123] The formation of a playing group may begin when 
one or more prospective members communicates to the 



casino server 102 the desire to form a playing group. Group 
members may communicate with the casino server 102 via 
a gaming device 104 with a network connection to the server 
102. Group members may come to a slot club booth, an 
information center, or a chip-cashing desk at a casino and 
inform a casino employee of the desire to register a group. 
The casino employee may then communicate with the casino 
server 102 via casino device such as a user terminal on the 
group's behalf. A group may also register on-line. For 
example, one or more group members may use a personal 
computer to access a Web site hosted by the casino server 
102. The group member(s) may then provide registration 
information by keying it into dialog boxes on the Web site, 
by selecting relevant options from menus, and so on. A 
group may also register over the phone with an operator or 
an IVRU, via email, or via any other method. FIG. 5 depicts 
a sample form which a user, a casino, and/or a third-party 
may use to initiate the formation of a group. Such a form 
may be displayed on the display screen 308 of a gaming 
device 104, or on a Web page hosted by the casino server 
102. As discussed in detail above, the form may include 
prompts and input fields for entering various parameters 
pertaining to a group's formal and objective. 
[0124] The casino server 102 may require registration 
information from a playing group and its members. Regis- 
tration information might include group members' names, 
addresses, telephone numbers, email addresses, financial 
account information, player tracking card numbers, demo- 
graphics, marital status, number of children, gambling pref- 
erences, and so on. Information about playing group mem- 
bers may be stored in a user database 208 such as depicted 
in FIG. 8. In some embodiments, each group member may 
be required to provide his or her own informed consent to 
joining the group. For instance, a group member might 
provide a signature, either physical or digital, signifying his 
consent to joining a group. A group member might also need 
to provide verification of his identity. Once again, a group 
member might use his signature, or some other biometric 
indicator. The group member might also present identifica- 
tion, such as a driver's license, credit card, birth certificate, 
etc. Another option would be for the group member to 
answer a question whose answer only the group member 
would know. Each group member might provide registration 
information about himself. Alternatively, one or more group 
members may provide information about other group mem- 
bers. In some embodiments, information about group mem- 
bers is already held in a casino server 102 database. The 
information may be on file from previous gambling sessions, 
for example. In some embodiments, group members are 
required to demonstrate they have a certain minimum 
amount of money with which to participate in the group. For 
example, if the playing group is to split winnings and losses 
amongst the members, then each member might be required 
to start with $100 with which to gamble. Group members 
may demonstrate possession of a certain amount of money 
by inserting the money into a gaming device 104, by 
changing the money for casino tokens at a casino desk, by 
providing the casino server 102 with means to access the 
members' checking accounts, and so on. 
[0125] When registering for a group, group members may 
also provide personal information. When group members 
provide personal information, the information may be dis- 
played to other group members to help them become 
acquainted with one another. Personal information may 
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include occupations, hobbies, short autobiographies, etc. 
Personal information may also include pictures of the per- 
son, of the person's family, the person's home, and so on. 

[0126] In some embodiments, once a first prospective 
group member has communicated to the casino server 102 
his desire to form a group, the casino server 102 may ask 
others whether or not they would like to join. For example, 
Joe Smith informs the casino server 102 that he would like 
to form a playing group with his wife, Linda Smith. The 
casino server 102 then looks up Linda Smith in its user 
database 208 and finds the gaming device 104 on which she 
is currently playing (e.g. by reference to her player tracking 
card number). The casino server 102 then transmits a 
message to the gaming device 104, to be displayed to Linda 
Smith. The message asks her whether or not she wishes to 
form a playing group with her husband, Joe Smith. Linda 
may then indicate her willingness to join by, for example, 
touching an "agree" button on the touch screen of the 
gaming device 104. FIG. 4 shows an exemplary prompt 
asking a user whether or not she would like to join a group 
in which two group members compete against one another 
to see who wins more in payouts during a session. 

[0127] There are a number of ways for the casino server 
102 to prompt prospective group members to determine 
whether they wish to join a playing group. As described 
above, the casino server 102 may transmit a message via the 
casino's slot network to prospective members' gaming 
devices 104, 106, 108. A gaming device 104 that has 
received such a message 400 may then display it on the 
display screen 308 of the gaming device 104. Alternatively, 
the gaming device 104 may output an audio message to the 
user at the gaming device 104. The user may then respond 
by touching areas on the display screen 308, by keying in a 
response using a keypad or other buttons 312, or by voicing 
a response into a microphone of the gaming device 104. In 
some embodiments, the user remotely accesses a Web site of 
the casino server 102, e.g. via a user device such as a 
personal computer with a modem. In such embodiments, the 
casino server 102 may prompt the user by transmitting a 
message to the user over the current connection to the user's 
personal computer. For example, the casino server 102's 
Web site may include a chat feature, and the casino server 
102 may prompt the user by sending the user a message over 
the chat line. The user may then respond by keying in a 
message and pressing the "enter" key to send it back to the 
casino server 102. In some embodiments, the casino server 
102 may prompt the user via email. In some embodiments, 
the casino server 102 may prompt the user by calling the 
user's telephone or mobile phone. Those skilled in the art 
will recognize that there are many other means by which the 
casino server 102 may prompt the user, and there are many 
other means by which the user may respond. 

[0128] In embodiments where the casino server 102 sends 
a prompt to a user asking whether the user would like to join 
a playing group, the prompt may contain several pieces of 
information. This information may include the names of the 
current group members; the names of users who will be 
asked to join the group; the. objective of the group; how 
much money each group member will need to gamble as part 
of the group; how each group member's potential winnings 
and losses will be effected by joining the group; the time 
commitments necessary for joining the group; etc. 



[0129] In some embodiments, one user asks another to 
join a group. For example, a first user begins by keying in 
the identifier of a second user. The identifier may include a 
name, player tracking card number, email address, screen 
handle, etc. The first user then keys in a message, such as, 
"Hi Sam, let's form that group we were talking about. Just 
tell the server you want to join group 359." The first user 
may then send the message to the second user via a network 
linking the two users' gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 
114), via the Internet, via the phone system, etc. The second 
user may then receive the message and view it on the display 
screen 308 of his gaming device 104, the monitor of his 
computer, the display screen of his personal digital assistant 
(PDA), etc. The second user might, for example, also hear 
the message in audio format. 

[0130] Once a user has been prompted by the casino server 
102, by a third-party, or by another user, the user may 
communicate to the casino server 102 his willingness to join 
the group. The user may, for example, navigate a series of 
screens on his gaming device 104 so as to call up a screen 
used for joining a group. The user may then fill in the 
identifier of the group he wishes to join, along with any 
required user information. In some embodiments, the 
prompt sent to the user contains a simple response mecha- 
nism, requiring the user only to touch the display screen, or 
to mouse-click over a certain area of the screen in order to 
join the group. Those skilled in the art will recognize that 
there are many other ways by which the user may indicate 
his willingness to join a group. 

[0131] In some embodiments, a user is not prompted to 
join a group. Instead, he may be provided with access to a 
list of groups that are already in existence or in the process 
of formation. For example, the user may call up a screen on 
the casino server's Web site. The screen may list, for 
example, the "Riverside Group" as needing three more 
members, the "Springdale Baking Club" as full, the "Vegas 
Stampers" as open to an unlimited number of members, and 
the "Senior Citizens Group" as needing four more members, 
but only over the age of 65. The screen might list the current 
number of people in the group, and any general information 
about the group or its members. 

[0132] Once a user has seen a listing of available groups, 
the user may choose to join one of the groups. The user 
might, for example, touch or click on the group name, input 
required user information, and then click a "join" button 
control. The existing group members may then have the 
opportunity to approve the new user. For example, each 
existing group member receives a message from the casino 
server 102 to the effect that a new user wishes to join the 
group. If the existing group members do not approve of the 
new user, as demonstrated through a vote or through some 
other signaling means, then the new group member may not 
be allowed to join. 

[0133] In some embodiments users may receive periodic 
or real time updates as to what new groups are forming, what 
existing groups still need new members, and what groups are 
no longer open to new members. 

[0134] In some embodiments, the casino server 102 itself 
may initiate the formation and registration of a group. The 
casino server 102 may initiate the formation of a group 
amongst users that it determines would be appropriate for a 
group. Group formation may be initiated among, for 
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example, users who have arrived together at a casino; users 
who have elected to play at a designated "linked play" 
gaming devices; users who meet qualifying gaming criteria 
(i.e. the first five players to enter a bonus round on their 
gaming device); users who have eaten together; users who 
are rooming together; users who have consistently gambled 
in proximity to one another; users who's addresses indicate 
that they live near one another, or even in the same home or 
building; users who belong to the same family (e.g. as 
indicated by a common last name); and users who have 
previously belonged to the same group, In addition, the 
casino may initiate the formation of a group among people 
who, by all indications, probably do not know each other. 
However, there may be some commonality between the 
people, leading the casino server 102 to conclude that the 
people would be willing to form a group together. The 
people may, for example, have similar demographic char- 
acteristics, similar gambling or dining preferences, and so 

[0135] In some embodiments, the casino server 102 may 
encourage the formation of groups so as dispose of excess 
inventories. For instance, a casino may project that ten hotel 
rooms will go unfilled for the night. Therefore, the casino 
may encourage the formation of a group that may win have 
hotel room stays as group prizes. Similarly, a casino may use 
extra show tickets, extra restaurant capacity, or excess goods 
from the casino's logo store as group prizes. The casino may 
also want more gaming devices 104, 106, 108 to be utilized 
during off hours, for example. By encouraging the formation 
of groups, a casino can ensure that each group member uses 
a gaining device 104 during the group's period of activity. 
Further, the casino may also encourage a group to play in 
one area of the casino that is less crowed so as to alleviate 
crowding in another area. 

[0136] In some embodiments, the casino may encourage a 
particular person to enter into a playing group in order to 
increase the person's amount of play. For example, there 
may be a player that typically plays for only one hour per 
day at a particular casino. The casino might therefore want 
to encourage the player to join a group with a time com- 
mitment of two hours. As another example, there may be a 
player that typically plays slot machines costing only 
twenty-five cents per handle pull. The casino might encour- 
age such a player to join a group that plays at dollar slot 
machines, so as to increase that player's gambling expen- 
ditures. 

[0137] In some embodiments, an entry fee may be charged 
as part of the process of forming and registering a playing 
group. A playing group as a whole, or individual group 
members may be required to pay the casino server 102 for 
the privilege of playing as a group. For example, each group 
member might pay two tokens to join a group. The two- 
token entry fee may be seen as compensation for the casino 
server 102 for facilitating group play by tracking group 
results, maintaining lines of communication between group 
members, distributing winnings, etc. The casino server 102 
may or may not then receive further compensation from the 
group or from group members. In some embodiments, 
additional compensation for the casino server 102 might 
include, for example, a percentage of a common pool put up 
by group members, a percentage of prizes won by group 



members due to the simultaneous attainment of particular 
outcomes, a percentage of a bet won from one group by 
another, and so on. 

[0138] Other criteria that may be required to be met before 
a user is allowed to join a group may include a requirement 
that the user eat at the casino's restaurant, that the user have 
a room at the casino hotel, and/or that the user have spent a 
certain amount of money at the casino's store. In some 
embodiments, a user may be required to attain a particular 
symbol or outcome in order to gain admittance to a group. 
In some embodiments, a user's winnings from one gambling 
session may serve as an entry fee into a group. Group 
members may in some embodiments only be admitted by 
paying the entry fee from gambling winnings. In some 
embodiments, a user may be required to use comp points to 
gain entry into a group. 

[0139] In some embodiments, there may be no entry fee or 
the casino may even pay people to join groups. A casino 
might be motivated to pay people to join groups because 
group members may engage in a significant amount of 
gambling activity. For instance, if a group session is to last 
for two hours, a casino might expect to earn $60 from the 
gambling activities of each group member, and might there- 
fore be willing to pay a person $20 to join the group. 

[0140] Once a group has formed, the casino server 102 
may create an entry for the group in a group database 210 
such as that depicted in FIG. 9. As discussed above, a group 
database 210 may identify the members of a group, any 
common characteristics of the group members, and the 
sessions in which the group has participated. 
[0141] 2. Establishing a Group Objective and a Group 

[0142] In Step S2, the casino server 102, casino, and/or 
group establishes the group objective and group format for 
the group. The objective of a group may include the prizes 
the group plays for and the criteria necessary to win prizes. 
The group format may describe the guidelines the group 
members are required to follow and the structure of the 
group. The group format may also include ways in which 
prizes will be distributed among group members, the times 
during which group play may occur, the amount group 
members may be required to gamble, and so on. 

[0143] It is important to note that participation in some 
embodiments of group play may not necessarily drastically 
alter a group member's gaming experience. For example, a 
group might have the objective of achieving $200 in net 
winnings among the group members over the course of an 
hour. If the group achieves the $200 mark, then each group 
member receives a free night's stay at the casino's hotel. 
During the hour-long group session, although each group 
member's winnings are counted towards the group's goal, 
each individual group member may still pay wagers out of 
his own funds, and may still keep any winnings for himself. 
Therefore, in this example embodiment, group play has 
served as an overlay to the typical gaming experience, not a 
complete alteration. 

[0144] In some embodiments, the objective and format of 
a group may be chosen by the casino server 102 and/or by 
the group members themselves. For example, each member 
of the group may vote on a group leader. The group leader 
may then communicate to the casino server 102 his desired 
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objective for the group. (Presumably, the group leader's 
views represent those of the other group members as well, 
since they elected him.) The group leader may navigate a set 
of screens or menus on a Web site of the casino server 102. 
The group leader may, for example, select group format and 
objective options such as: an amount of betting group 
members are required to make, the types of games group 
members are required to play, the times during which group 
members are required to gamble, the results the group 
members are required to achieve in order to win prizes (e.g. 
net winnings of $100, 3 "cherry-cherry-cherry" outcomes 
within 2 minutes, etc.), the group prizes, other incentives to 
be provided to group members (e.g. T-shirts, hats, free 
breakfast, etc.), whether group members are to compete 
amongst themselves, against the casino, or against another 
group, the amount of money each group member is required 
to put into a separate pool to be allotted as prizes, and the 
proportion in which prizes will be allocated to a first, second, 
third, etc. winner in a competition among group members. 
[0145] There are many other objective and format items 
that might be chosen. Of course, any of these could be 
chosen by individual group members as well as by a group 
leader. The choice most popular among the group members 
could then be put into practice by the casino server 102. 
Thus, if most group members wanted the group's session to 
be from 4:00 pm to 5:00 pm, then the casino server 102 
would communicate to the group members that the session 
is, in fact, to be from 4:00 pm to 5:00 pm. Alternatively, 
users may choose different aspects of a group format they 
desire, and then they may be placed by the casino server 102 
into different groups accordingly. The group leader or group 
members may choose the format and objectives using, for 
example, personal computer terminals connected to the 
casino server's Web site via the Internet, using gaming 
devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114), using phones, using email, 
or using any other mode of communication. 

[0146] Once a casino server 102 has received information 
about a group's format and a group's objective, the casino 
server 102 may store such information in a group session 
database 212 such as depicted in FIG. 10. Note that in the 
particular example group session database 212 of FIG. 10, 
a different format and a different objective is assigned to 
each group session, even if two sessions are for the same 
group. This allows a group to have a different format and a 
different objective from session to session. 
[0147] (a) Combinations of Outcomes 
[0148] In some embodiments, playing group members 
may win prizes based on the combination of gambling 
outcomes obtained by individual group members. For 
example, if at least two group members achieve a straight 
flush on their respective gaming devices within a set time 
period, then the two group members or the group as a whole 
may receive an especially large prize. In another example 
embodiment, if all five members of a group achieve seven 
cherries between them on a single designated handle pull, 
then the group as a whole wins $200. 

[0149] In some embodiments, individual group members' 
outcomes may be combined togeather in an attempt to win 
larger prizes in many different ways. For example, outcomes 
may be combined by adding two or more group members' 
net or gross winnings for a given time period and then 
comparing the sum to a threshold. The group members may 



receive a prize if the sum exceeds the threshold. Net or gross 
winnings may not only be added, but instead combined 
using any number of other functions. For example, group 
members' winnings may be averaged or multiplied. The 
standard deviation of group members' winnings may be 
determined. Any other function of group members' net or 
gross winnings may be calculated. In addition, the criteria 
for winning a prize may be something other than a com- 
parison with a threshold. For example, the sum of group 
members' gross winnings may be required to be an even 
multiple of 100 tokens for the group to get a 50-token bonus. 

[0150] Other potential methods of combining outcomes 
according to the present invention include group objectives 
that require two or more group members have simultaneous 
or proximate winning outcomes, require a defined number of 
outcomes to be accumulated within a defined time period by 
the group; require two or more group members have simul- 
taneous or proximate losing outcomes, require two or more 
group members have simultaneous or proximate identical 
outcomes (regardless of whether the outcomes are winning 
outcomes), require two or more group members have simul- 
taneous or proximate outcomes that pay the same amount, 
require two or more group members each have predeter- 
mined length streaks of winning (or losing) outcomes, 
require two or more group members have streaks of winning 
(or losing) outcomes that combine to a certain predeter- 
mined length, and/or require two or more group members 
have streaks during which each group member made a 
synchronized handle pull with the other group members, and 
for each set of synchronous pulls, at least one of the group 
members achieved a winning (or losing) outcome. 

[0151] In the above examples, the terms "simultaneous" 
and "proximate" may refer to a number of specific events 
that lead up to the generation of a final outcome. These 
events may include, for example, the initiation of a handle 
pull, the determination of an outcome, the display of an 
outcome, the resolution of an outcome, the initiation of a 
player decision, and/or the completion of a player decision. 
The initiation of a handle pull, for example, includes a user 
pulling the handle of a slot machine or pressing a "spin" 
button. 

[0152] The determination of an outcome includes, for 
example, the processor of the gaming device 104 executing 
a program that generates one or more random numbers. The 
random numbers are then matched to a corresponding out- 
come using a table of outcomes stored in memory. The 
outcome may be a primary outcome or any secondary 
outcome. For instance, in one variant of video poker, the 
primary outcome is the first five cards dealt to a player. A 
secondary outcome includes a player's hand after his dis- 
cards are replaced with new cards. In slot machine embodi- 
ments, a primary outcome may be an entry into a bonus 
round, and a secondary outcome may be the resolution of the 
bonus round, where the player finds out the amount of his 
prize and receives the prize. 

[0153] The display of an outcome includes, for example, 
the reels of a slot machine stopping with the determined 
outcome displayed along the pay line. Once again, the 
outcome may be a primary outcome or any secondary 
outcome. The resolution of an outcome may occur, for 
example, when the gaming device 104 pays the player based 
on the outcome by, for example, dropping coins into the 
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player's tray, or adding credits to the player's credit meter. 
Resolution may also occur when a gaming device 104 
indicates readiness for a new wager. For instance, buttons 
for designating wager amounts light up when the gaming 
device 104 is ready for a new handle pull. The initiation of 
a player decision includes, for example, the player choosing 
his first discard in a game of video poker. The completion of 
a player decision includes, for instance, the player having 
chosen all his discards in video poker and hitting the "deal" 
button. 

[0154] As the following example illustrates, it may be 
important for a casino to be careful in choosing what events 
to reference when awarding prizes based on the simulta- 
neous occurrence of outcomes. Suppose that the casino 
offers to award a $1000 prize to a two-person group of video 
poker players if both players obtain a straight-flush and both 
resolve the outcome within two seconds of one another. 
Suppose further that once one player obtains four cards to a 
straight-flush, he simply waits before choosing his discard. 
He continues waiting until the other group member achieves 
a straight-flush. Only then does he quickly choose his 
discard and have his outcome resolved. Using this proce- 
dure, the group can obtain straight-flushes simultaneously 
much more frequently than may be intended by the casino. 
To prevent one group member from waiting for another, in 
some embodiments, the casino might specify that for two 
outcomes to count as occurring simultaneously, the handle 
pulls are required to have been initiated simultaneously. 

[0155] The ability to award prizes based on the occurrence 
of combinations of outcomes on multiple gaming devices 
overcomes a significant disadvantage of many individual 
gaming devices. On many gaming devices, even the highest 
paying outcome may have a 1 in 10,000 or 1 in 100,000 
chance of occurring. This prevents the gaming device, in the 
former case, from paying more than 10,000 tokens for the 
highest payout, and prevents the gaming device 104 from 
paying more than 100,000 tokens in the latter case (assum- 
ing a one-token wager). This is because, if a one-token 
wager can win more than 10,000 tokens for an outcome that 
has a 1 in 10,000 chance of occurring, then the expected 
payout for the one-token wager is more than one token. 
Thus, the gaming device 104 would be unprofitable for the 



[0156] The combination of outcomes from multiple gam- 
ing devices overcomes the problem of outcomes occurring 
too frequently to offer a high corresponding payout. A casino 
could, for example, offer a one million-token payout to a 
group of four people if all obtained the outcome of "orange- 
orange-orange" on the same spin. Even though the outcome 
of "orange-orange-orange" may be fairly common on an 
individual gaming device, say 1 in 100, the chances of four 
gaming devices each obtaining "orange-orange-orange" on 
the same spin would be minute. In this case the chances 
would be 1 in 1004, or 1 in 100 million. Therefore, the 
casino could safely offer a chance at the one million token 
prize to the group. 

[0157] A potentially confusing situation may arise when 
two or more group members play at gaming devices of 
different varieties. For example, one gaming device 104 may 
use fruit symbols and another may use symbols with an 
ancient Egyptian theme (e.g. mummies, pyramids, gold, 
etc.). Or one gaming device 104 is a reel slot machine and 



another is a video poker machine. When two or more group 
members utilize dissimilar gaming devices, in some embodi- 
ments the casino server 102 may explicitly describe what 
outcome at a first gaming device, and what outcome at a 
second gaming can be obtained in combination so as to win 
a prize for the group. For instance, a group may receive a 
$1000 bonus prize when a first group member achieves an 
outcome of "bell-bell-bell" at a reel slot machine and a 
second group member achieves an outcome of four-of-a- 
kind at a video poker within one minute of the first group 
member's outcome. Therefore, when a group or when group 
members register with the casino server, the casino server 
102 may display to the group members a table indicating the 
combinations of outcomes that might be achieved in order to 
win group prizes. An example of such a display is depicted 
in the table 600 of FIG. 6. In FIG. 6, the first and third 
columns 602, 606 show outcomes that win prizes for the 
group or certain group members if the outcomes are attained 
in temporal proximity to one another. The fifth column 610 
shows the prize won when the outcomes are obtained in 
temporal proximity. The second and fourth columns 604, 
608 show the payouts for the outcomes when they occur 

[0158] Another embodiment that allows two group mem- 
bers to play at gaming devices of different varieties and still 
combine outcomes, specifies outcomes in terms of their 
respective payouts. For example, two group members may 
be required to simultaneously obtain outcomes with payouts 
of $50 or more in order for the group to win a large prize. 
In such an embodiment it does not matter al what specific 
games the outcomes were obtained. If outcomes are speci- 
fied in terms of dollars, or in terms of tokens, a wager size 
may also be specified. For example, two group members, 
making wagers of $1 or less, may be required to simulta- 
neously obtain outcomes with payouts of $50 or greater in 
order for the group to win a large prize. If a wager size were 
not specified, a group member might make a wager of $25, 
in which case it might be fairly easy to hit a payout over $50. 
Alternatively, an outcome may be specified in terms of the 
ratio of the payout to the wager. For example, an outcome 
may be specified as "50:1". In such an embodiment, a wager 
size need not be specified. 

[0159] Some prizes that one or more members of a linked 
play group may win include cash, credits, gambling tokens, 
free or discounted rooms, free or discounted show tickets, 
free or discounted meals, free or discounted merchandise 
from a casino's shops or affiliated merchants, increased odds 
of winning particular outcomes, extra winning outcomes, 
free spins, extra pay lines, increased credit lines, priority on 
the use of particular gaming devices, priority on getting 
tables at casino restaurants, priority on getting tickets to 
shows, priority on sitting down at table games, a donation to 
charity on behalf of the group, and/or recognition. A group 
member may be recognized by having his name and/or 
image displayed to other group members as the winner of a 
competition. The winner may also be announced to people 
outside of the group, such as to other casino patrons. Note 
that the above prizes may be awarded as a prize for any type 
of linked play, not just combinations of outcomes type 
embodiments. 

[0160] When a playing group, or playing group members 
have the opportunity to win prizes based on a combination 
of individuals' outcomes, there may be a risk that the casino 
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will have to pay out a larger amount of money than would 
be indicated by individual gaming devices' hold percent- 
ages. For example, suppose each member of a five-person 
playing group gambles at an identical slot machine with a 
5% hold percentage. With a 5% hold percentage, each 
gaming device 104 pays an average of 0.95 tokens in 
payouts for every token wagered. If the playing group now 
has the opportunity to win a 300-token bonus prize when any 
two group members receive the outcomes of "cherry-cherry- 
cherry" within the same second, then the effective hold 
percentage of the group of five gaming devices may go 
down. The effective hold percentage may be reduced to, for 
example, 1%, or even to a negative percentage. 
[0161] To offset the reduction in gaming devices' effective 
hold percentages resulting from payouts awarded for com- 
binations of outcomes, the payouts for individual outcomes 
may be reduced. For example, suppose that the typical 
payout for a "cherry-cherry-cherry" outcome is 20 tokens. If 
an additional prize of 300 tokens is awarded to a five-person 
playing group when any two gaming devices hit "cherry- 
cherry-cherry" within one second of each other, then the 
payout for "cherry-cherry-cherry" occurring on a single 
gaming device 104 may be reduced from 20 tokens to 10 
tokens. In this way, a group member may not profit as much 
as he would have playing as an individual when his own 
gaming device 104 hits a winning outcome. However, in a 
linked play system, when a second group member hits a 
winning outcome at the same time as a first group member, 
then the first group member profits by a lot more than he 
would have playing as an individual. 
[0162] In some embodiments, the effective decrease in 
hold percentages due to the payment of prizes based on 
combinations of outcomes may be nearly or exactly offset by 
the decrease in payouts for outcomes achieved individually. 
In the above example, the awarding of a 300 token payout 
to a group of five members when two or more group 
members achieve "cherry-cherry-cherry" may decrease the 
effective hold percentage of the gaming device 104 by 4%. 
However, the halving of the payout for "cherry-cherry- 
cherry" from 20 tokens to 10 tokens may increase the 
effective hold percentage of the gaming device 104 by 4%. 
Thus the effects of group play and the reduction in payouts 
for individual outcomes cancel each other, and the effective 
hold percentage of the gaming device 104 remains the same. 
[0163] The following example illustrates how a decrease 
in a gaming device's effective hold percentage due to the 
awarding of bonus prizes may be offset. Suppose Tim and 
Robert form a two-person group. The format of the group 
allows them to make 100 spins each, with a wager of 1 token 
per spin, on a 3-reel fruit slot machine. In this example, the 
slot machine has the following payout structure, (taken from 
"Winning At Slot Machines," by Jim Regan (Pub. Lyle 
Stuart, 1985; ISBN: 0806509732), which is incorporated 
herein by reference): 



[0164] In the above table, "Outcome" represents the num- 
ber of tokens paid, and "Hits" represents the number of 
times the corresponding outcome would be expected to 
occur in 10,648 spins, or a complete cycle of the slot 
machine. The probability of each outcome occurring on a 
single spin can be found by dividing the "Hits" entry by 
10,648. For example, the probability of the outcome that 
pays 100 tokens appearing on a single spin is 

[0165] Now, if Tim inserts a single token into the slot 
machine, his expected winning are given by: 

EV=0"8S70/1 0,648+2*680/1 0,648+2«680/10,64S+ 
5 '200/1 0,648+. . . +100*1/10,648-0.945 

[0166] Therefore, for every token Tim inserts, he can 
expect to receive 0.945 tokens back, making for a hold 
percentage of: 

l-0.94S-0.055, or 5.5% 

[0167] Continuing with the example, in the group formed 
by Tim and Robert, Tim's spins are numbered from 1 to 100, 
and so arc Robert's. Suppose that if Tim and Robert both 
achieve the outcome of "orange-orange-orange" on like 
numbered spins, then each will receive a bonus payout of 
10,000 tokens. For example, if Tim and Robert each get 
"orange-orange-orange" on spin number 27, then both 
receive 10,000 bonus tokens in addition to the payout 
received for "orange-orange-orange". The "*" in the table 
above represents the outcome "orange-orange-orange". As 
can be seen, the probability of "orange-orange-orange" 
occurring on any single spin is given by 

42/10,648-0.00394, or 0.394% 

[0168] lb find the effective hold percentage of Tim's 
machine with the bonus payout structure in place, the 
probability of Tim and Robert achieving "orange-orange- 
orange" on the same spin is determined. Since the outcomes 
of the spins are independent, the probability is just the 
product of the probabilities of achieving "orange-orange- 
orange" on a single spin: 

(42/10,d48)'(42/10,648>.1.56«10- 5 , or 0.00156% 

[0169] Therefore, on every spin, Tim wins 10,000 tokens 
with probability 1.56*10" 5 , for an additional expected pay- 

10,000*1.56*10- 5 .15fi tokens 

[0170] The total expected payout of Tim's machine 
becomes 

0.945+0.156 -1.10 tokens 

[0171] for every token inserted. The hold percentage has 
become 

1-1.10—10% 



Outcome 0 2 2 5 5 5 20 10 10 20' 14 14 20 18 18 20 50 100 



Hits 8570 680 680 200 200 68 20 42 6 42 20 5 50 4 20 20 20 1 
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[0172] This is not good for the casino, since it now expects 
to pay out more than it takes in, resulting in a loss for the 
casino. There are several possible remedies. 
[0173] One remedy for the negative effective hold per- 
centage of Tim and Robert's slot machines is to charge Tim 
and Robert an entry fee. Since each will make 100 spins, and 
the casino can expect to lose 0.10 tokens per player per spin, 
the casino can justify charging an entry fee of, say, 0.15 
tokens per spin, or $15 per player for the entire session. 
When the entry fee is factored in, the hold percentage for the 
machine becomes 



[0174] which is more satisfactory for the casino. 
[0175] Another remedy for the negative hold percentage is 
to reduce some of the existing payouts. For example, the 
existing expected payout for each player derived from the 
"orange-orange-orange" outcome (not including the bonus 
payout) is given by the probability of achieving "orange- 
orange-orange" times the payout for "orange-orange-or- 
ange", or 



[0176] This payout for an occurrence of "orange-orange- 
orange" on only one of the two machines during a single 
spin can be eliminated entirely, making the hold percentage 
of each slot machine: 

1-(1. 10-0.0789)— 2.17% 
[0177] This hold percentage is still unsatisfactory to the 
casino, as it is still expects to lose more than 2% of all tokens 
taken in. So the casino can make further adjustments to the 
payout table. For instance, in the above table, the outcome 
in the third column from the left represents "cherry-any- 
any". The payout for "cherry-any-any" is 2 and the prob- 
ability of the outcome occurring is 680/10,648. If the payout 
for "cherry-any-any" is reduced to 1, then the expected 
payout for the player on each spin is reduced by an addi- 

680/1 0,648'1~0.0639 tokens 



l-(1.10-0.0789-0.0639)-0.042, or 4.2% 

[0179] This may be acceptable to the casino. The 
structure of the slot machines of Tim and Robert m 



[0181] (b) Prizes Dependent on the Amount of Group Play 
[0182] In some embodiments, rather than winning a fixed 
prize, a group, or group members, may receive a prize that 
is related to the amount of group play. Measures of the 
amount of group play may include: an amount of time group 
members have spent gaming, an amount of money (or 
tokens, or credits) group members have wagered (i.e. coin- 
in), an amount of money group members have lost, an 
amount of money group members have won, a number of 
handle pulls group members have made 
[0183] All measures may refer to a group total, to a group 
average, or to some other statistic. For example, the amount 
of time group members have spent gaming may refer to the 
total amount of lime all group members have spent gaming, 
the average amount of time gaming per group member, the 
amount of time gambled by the group member who gambled 
the least, and so on. 

[0184] In an exemplary embodiment, a casino may con- 
tribute to a pool of prize money that is to be awarded to a 
group if the group meets a certain criterion, such as achiev- 
ing net winnings of $200. The amount of money the casino 
contributes may depend on the amount of play by the group. 
In particular, the amount the casino contributes to the pool 
may increase in proportion to the amount of play of the 
group. 

[0185] (c) Sharing Winnings and Losses 
[0186] In some embodiments, playing groups are large 
enough so that winnings and losses are likely to be evenly 
distributed among the group members. Such a group may 
provide several benefits to its members. Group members 
have lower risks of large losses, since a session of bad 
gambling outcomes may be offset by a session of good 
outcomes obtained by other group members. Furthermore, at 
the end of a playing session, group members will be in 
similar moods, each having experienced the same financial 
results. In such embodiments, each person may put in a fixed 
amount of money, say $100, to a common pool. A playing 
group member may place money into the common pool by, 
for example, inserting money into a gaming device 104 and 
indicating via the touch screen 308 that the money is to be 
placed into the group's common pool. The casino server 102 
may then track the size of the common pool. Each handle 
pull by any of the group members may be charged to the 
common pool. So if a handle pull costs $1, then each time 
a group member makes a handle pull, $1 is deducted from 
the common pool. However, the amount of any winnings by 



2 5 5 



[0180] Although one payout has been reduced, and 
another eliminated, the bonus payout for the simultaneous 
occurrence of "orange-orange-orange" has given Tim and 
Rob a higher expected payout on every spin, and the 
possibility of achieving a payout 100 times larger than 
anything that was originally possible. 



a group member may be added to the common pool. At the 
end of a gambling session, the pool is divided evenly among 
the group members. For example, the casino server 102 
divides the size of the common pool by the number of group 
members, and instructs the gaming device 104 of each group 
member to pay the group member the resultant amount. 
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[0187] In some embodiments, all playing group members 
do not contribute the same amount to the common pool. In 
these embodiments, winnings and losses may be divided 
among group members in proportion to the amount contrib- 
uted by each group member. For example, suppose Joe, 
Sam, Linda, and Susan have contributed $100, $200, $300, 
and $400, respectively, to a common pool. Thus, the com- 
mon pool initially contains $1000. Then, at the end of the 
gambling session, the pool contains only half as much: $500. 
In such embodiments, each group member would receive 
half of his initial contribution. Therefore, Joe, Sam, Linda, 
and Susan would receive $50, $100, $150, and $200, respec- 
tively. Had the pool contained $2000 at the end of the 
gambling session, then Joe, Sam, Linda, and Susan would 
have received $200, $400, $600, and $800, respectively. 
[0188] In embodiments with a common pool, all group 
members need not make all of their contributions prior to the 
start of a gambling session. Rather, each new wager a group 
member makes may buy the group member a "share" of the 
common pool. Any winnings from the wager then go into the 
common pool, to be divided among all group members in 
proportion to each member's share in the common pool. 
Shares of the common pool may be allocated based on the 
relative size of the common pool and a group member's 
wager at the time the wager is made. Suppose, for example, 
that an existing common pool includes 999 tokens and a new 
group member makes his first wager of 1 token to buy a 
share of the common pool. The group member then receives 
a share of the common pool equal to his wager divided by 
the total size of his wager and the common pool, or 

l/(l+999)-l/1000 

[0189] If the group member then generates a payout of 
1001 tokens, the winnings go into the common pool, and the 
size of the pool is then increased to 

1001+999-2000 tokens 
[0190] The group member may then cash out his 1/1000 
share of the common pool to receive: 

1/1000*2000 tokens-2 tokens 

[0191] A group member may not always maintain a fixed 
share of the pool. Rather, the group member's share may 
become diluted when other group members buy into the 
pool. For example, suppose a first group member owns a 
1/1000 share of a pool of 2000 tokens. The first group 
member does not cash out his share, but also does not 
continue wagering. Then, a second group member begins 
wagering to buy shares in the common pool. The second 
group member makes a wager of 2 tokens to buy a share of 
the common pool equal to 
2/(2000+2)=l/1001 

[0192] Suppose the wager does not win, so the size of the 
pool remains at 2000 tokens. The first group member's share 
of the common pool has been diluted by the second group 
member, by a factor of one minus the second group mem- 
ber's new share of the common pool. Thus, the first group 
member has been diluted by a factor of 

1-1/1001-1000/1001 

[0193] Therefore, the first group member's share of the 
common pool is now his original share multiplied by the 
dilution factor, or 

1/1000x1000/1001-1/1001 



[0194] So when the second group member bought a share 
of the common pool, the first group member's share went 
from 1/1000 of the common pool, to 1/1001 of the common 
pool. However, the reduction in the first group member's 
share was partially offset by the fact that winnings from the 
second group member's wager might have gone into the 
common pool, increasing the value of the first group mem- 
ber's share. 

[0195] In some embodiments, group members do not split 
winnings and losses based on monetary contributions alone, 
but also based on group members' performances during a 
linked gaming session. For instance, Abby and Bill each 
contribute $100 to a group pool. For the next hour, all of 
Abby and Bill's wagers come from the pool, and all of their 
winnings go into the pool. After one hour, Abby and Bill 
divide up the pool. However, they may not necessarily 
divide the pool evenly. In some embodiments, Abby might 
receive a larger percentage of the pool if her play was better 
than Bill's. If, for example, Abby and Bill had been playing 
video poker and Abby's decisions were consistently better 
than Bill's in the sense that her decisions yielded the highest 
expected value on a subsequent random event, whereas 
Bill's decisions did not always lead to the highest possible 
expected value, Abby might receive a larger percentage of 
the pool even though she may have been unlucky and ended 
up actually winning less than Bill. 

[0196] Group members might split winnings in part based 
on the amounts won by each individual. If, for example, 
Abby's net win is $20, and Bill's net win is -$20, then, at 
the end of the hour, Abby's total contribution to the pool has 
been her initial contribution plus her net winnings, or $120, 
and Bill's total contribution has been $80. Abby has then 
contributed 

$120/($120+$80)-60% of the pool 

[0197] and Bill has contributed 40%. The pool might 
therefore be divided with 60% going to Abby and 40% to 
Bill. Alternatively, in some embodiments, Abby and Bill's 
winnings might be made more comparable by subtracting a 
fixed percentage from the leading contributor, and adding 
the fixed percentage to the lagging contributor. Thus, in a 
embodiment using 5% as the fixed percentage, Abby might 
only receive 60%-5%=55% of the winnings, and Bill might 
receive 40%+5%=45% of the winnings. Pool allocations 
may also be made based on relative gross winnings, on the 
relative total amounts wagered, on the relative number of 
outcomes exceeding, for example, 100 achieved, and so on, 
including any combination of the aforementioned. The divi- 
sion of any prizes won either from the casino or from 
another group may also be likewise divided amongst group 
members based on quality of group members' decisions, net 
winnings, etc. 

[0198] (d) Group Members Compete 

[0199] In some embodiments, all members of a group may 
compete against one another. The group members might 
compete in order to achieve one or more of the following 
winning criteria: the highest net or gross winnings, the most 
winning outcomes, the most winning outcomes above a 
certain level, the most outcomes with payouts above a 
certain level, the longest duration of play without losing 
more than a certain amount of money, the longest duration 
of play without winning, the longest duration of play without 
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running out of money, the most of a particular symbol 
collected, the most gaming devices played, the largest pay- 
out, the largest number of visits to one or more casinos, the 
most money spent at the casino, be it on gambling, shopping, 
meals, entertainment, the most number of gaming decisions 
that provide optimal expected value strategy, and/or the most 
wins over the other group members on individual pulls. For 
example, a group member wins a pull when he obtains a 
higher payout on that pull than do all other group members. 
This might require each group member to perform synchro- 
nized handle pulls, or each group members' pulls to be 
numbered. 

[0200] The winning group member might receive a prize 
in the form of cash, tokens, show tickets, meal tickets, 
rooms, or merchandise from the casino. In particular, show 
tickets, meal tickets, rooms, or merchandise, may be in 
excess, and the casino may award group prizes as a conve- 
nient means of utilizing the show tickets, rooms, etc. 

[0201] When group members compete with one another, 
in some embodiments, each group member might contribute 
to a prize pool. For example, each group member might 
contribute $20 and the winning group member receives the 
prize pool. In some cases, the prize pool may be divided 
between two or more group members. For example, in a 
competition, the first place group member may receive 60% 
of the prize pool, the second place group member may 
receive 30% of the prize pool, and the third place group 
member may receive 10%. 

[0202] The casino server 102 may facilitate the competi- 
tion between group members by receiving group members' 
registration information, by keeping track of the group 
members' results, by comparing the group members' results, 
and by determining a winner. The casino server 102 also 
faci ites npeti m between group members by receiving 
each group member's contribution to the prize pool. The 
casino server 102 may receive the contributions via gaming 
devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114). The casino server 102 
may then make note of each group member's contribution to 
the prize pool. Finally, at the conclusion of the competition, 
the casino server 102 may instruct the gaming device 104 of 
the winner to pay the winner his amount due from the prize 
pool. The casino may keep a percentage of the prize pool for 
itself as payment for facilitating the competition. 

[0203] (e) Groups Compete With Other Groups 

[0204] In some embodiments, one group may compete 
against one or more other groups. The casino may sponsor 
a prize to be given the group that wins the competition. For 
example, each member of the winning group may receive a 
free meal at the casino's restaurant. Alternatively, each 
group may contribute money or other prizes to a common 
prize pool. At the end of competition, the winning group or 
groups may then collect the prize pool. Once again, in some 
embodiments, the casino may keep a portion of the prize 
pool as a service fee. 

[0205] One group may seek competition against another 
group with certain characteristics. For instance, if a first 
group is a husband and wife team, then the group may seek 
competition against another husband and wife team. A group 
of bowling buddies may seek competition against another 
group of bowlers. In general, a group or a representative of 
a group may communicate to the casino server 102 any 



conceivable characteristics desired in a competing group. 
The casino server 102 may then consult a group database 
210 to find a potential competitor group with all or some of 
the desired characteristics. The casino server 102 may then 
attempt to find a time and group competition format that is 
agreeable to both groups. If both groups agree to the 
competition, then the competition may take place. Of 
course, in some embodiments, more than two groups may 
compete with one another. 

[0206] (0 Asynchronous Play 

[0207] In some embodiments, group members, whether 
they team up against the casino or another group, or whether 
they compete against one another, need not play at the same 
times. For example, suppose Jack and Henry form a group 
in which both will win a substantial prize if they each 
achieve four-of a-kind in video poker within three spins of 
one another. However, Jack plays from 10:00 am to 10:30 
am, and Henry plays from 3:30 pm to 4:00 pm. So that it 
makes sense to talk about being "within three spins of one 
another," each spin made by Jack and Henry is numbered. 
Jack's first spin is numbered "1", his second spin is num- 
bered "2", and so on. Similarly, Henry's first spin is num- 
bered "1", his second spin is numbered "2", and so on. In 
some embodiments, for two outcomes to be considered to 
occur within three spins of one another, the absolute value 
of the difference between the two spin numbers may be 
required to be three or less. Thus, if Jack achieves four-of 
a-kind on his l() lh spin, and Henry achieves four-of-a-kind 
on his 12 lh spin, then the absolute value of the difference 
between the spin numbers is given by: 

|10-12|=2 

[0208] Therefore, since the absolute value of the differ- 
ence between the spin numbers is less than three, Jack and 
Henry qualify for the substantial prize. 

[0209] In some embodiments, asynchronous competition 
may create excitement among group members when a first 
group member achieves a key outcome and then may be 
required to wait for a second group member to play and to 
possibly achieve a matching key outcome. In the previous 
example, once Jack had achieved the four-of a-kind on his 
10 th spin, Jack would have to wait several hours to see 
whether Henry would achieve a four-of a-kind within three 
spins of Jack. The wait would build excitement for both Jack 
and Henry. 

[0210] In general, group play may occur over any single or 
multiple time intervals. Group play might last for a few 
minutes, an hour, a day, a week, a month, a year, or longer. 
Group play may be continuous, or it could occur during 
multiple separate time intervals, such as every Sunday 
between 6:00 and 7:00 pm. 

[0211] In some embodiments, two competing group mem- 
bers may choose a subset of their attained outcomes to use 
in the competition against the other. For example, both 
group members play the slots for an hour, from 10:00 am to 
11:00 am. The winner of the competition is the group 
member who had the highest net winnings for any ten- 
minute period during the hour played. The first group 
member might have sustained an $80 net loss for the hour, 
but may have won $30 over the period of 10:27 to 10:37. 
Meanwhile, the second group member may have won $20 
over the course of the hour, but may have a peak 10-minute 
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performance of only $25, from 10:42 to 10:52. Thus, the first 
group member would win the competition in such an 
embodiment. 

[0212] Many other subsets of a gambling session may be 
used for a competition. For instance a group member's best 
50 consecutive pulls, a group member's best 10 pulls (not 
necessarily consecutive), a group member's worst 50 con- 
secutive pulls, and a group member's longest string of plays 
at a video poker machine in which every hand contained a 
heart; are all examples of subsets of gambling sessions that 
might be used for a competition. In some embodiments, a 
user may be required to choose between keeping the win- 
nings from a set of handle pulls, or entering the set of handle 
pulls into a competition, in which case he would Dot keep the 
winnings, but would have the chance to win a potentially 
large prize. For example, Sam plays video blackjack for 20 
minutes and amasses 70 extra credits from his 20 minutes of 
play. Sam may choose to take the credits, or to forego the 
credits and use his 20 minutes of play as an entry into a 
competition for 1000 credits. The winner of the 1000 credits 
would be the person who has won the most credits during the 
20 minutes of play, but has chosen to forego the credits and 
enter into the competition. 
[0213] (g) Dependent Outcomes 

[0214] Typically, two people at separate gaming devices 
generate outcomes that are statistically independent of one 
another. However, when two or more people join a group, 
their outcomes need no longer be independent. For example, 
if two video poker players join a group, when each makes a 
handle pull at the same time, both group members may be 
dealt cards from the same electronic deck. Thus, if the 
electronic deck is a standard 52-card deck, then both group 
members cannot have the same cards in their respective 
hands. In such embodiments, both group members may gain 
a strategic advantage by looking at the other's hand. Know- 
ing that that a first group member has a desired card, a 
second group member would no longer try to draw for that 
same card. This also makes it harder for two players to get 
a heart flush simultaneously. 

[0215] In reel-slot machine embodiments, two group 
members may play the same virtual set of reels. However, 
the two group members may utilize different pay lines. 
Therefore, if "bell" and "lemon" are adjacent symbols on the 
first reel, "cherry" and "blank" are adjacent symbols on the 
second reel, and "orange" and "plum" are adjacent symbols 
on the third reel; then the first group member may attain the 
outcome of "bell-cherry-orange" while the second group 
member attains the outcome of "lemon-blank-plum". 
[0216] In video roulette embodiments, each group mem- 
ber may wager on outcomes to be generated by the same 
virtual roulette wheel. 

[0217] There are many other embodiments in which the 
outcomes of group members at gaming devices could be 
dependent on one another. In perhaps the simplest embodi- 
ment, two or more group members may wager on the exact 
same event and the outcome may be displayed simulta- 
neously on each of the group members' gaming devices. For 
instance, two group members make a wager at their respec- 
tive gaming devices, the same set of virtual reels is then used 
to generate an outcome, the (same) outcome is displayed on 
both gaming devices, and both group members are paid 
according to the single outcome. 



[0218] When two or more group members generate depen- 
dent outcomes, the casino server 102 may generate both the 
outcomes, communicate the outcomes to the group mem- 
bers' gaming devices 104, 106, 108, and have the gaming 
devices 104, 106, 108 display the outcomes. Alternatively, 
one of the gaming devices 104 might generate the outcomes 
and transmit each outcome to the gaming device 106 oper- 
ated by the other group member. 
[0219] (h) Multi-player Progressives 
[0220] In some embodiments, a portion of each group 
member's wager may go into a pool of money held by the 
casino. When one of the group members obtains a prede- 
termined outcome, the group member may win all or a 
portion of the pool. Upon the formation of the group, each 
group member might contribute a certain amount of money 
to the pool so that the pool does not start out at zero. Group 
members may also contribute money to start the pool after 
the pool has been won. In some embodiments, the group 
member who won the previous pool may contribute a 
portion of his winnings to the next pool. 
[0221] (i) Non-outcome Based Competition 

[0222] Competition need not only be based on the results 
of handle pulls. In some embodiments, competition is based 
on group members' answers to trivia questions. Throughout 
the course of a competition, the casino server 102 may 
transmit trivia questions to the gaming devices 104, 106, 
108, (112, 114) of group members. A gaming device 104 
may then display a trivia question on its display screen 308. 
The trivia question may include four possible answers. A 
group member at the gaming device 104 may answer the 
question by, for example, touching one of the possible 
answers on the display screen 308. The gaming device 104 
may then transmit the group member's answer back to the 
casino server 102. At the end of a competition, the casino 
server 102 may tally the correct and incorrect answers 
submitted by group members, or by entire groups, as appro- 
priate. For example, if competition is between group mem- 
bers, then the casino server 102 may tally the number of 
correct answers for each group member. The group member 
with the most correct answers may then win. For competi- 
tions pilling a group against the casino, the casino server 102 
may tally the total number of correct answers submitted by 
all group members, compare the tally to a threshold, and 
thereby determine whether or not the group has won. 
[0223] So as to encourage gambling even during compe- 
titions that are not based on outcomes, the casino server 102 
may require a certain rate of handle pulls during competi- 
tions. If a user does not meet the required minimum rate of 
play, then, for example, some of the user's answers may not 
count. Aside from trivia games, a number of other supple- 
mentary games may serve as a basis for competition. For 
example, as group members play five-reel slot machines, 
they may also be involved in a Bridge game. Group mem- 
bers might also play Scrabble™, Mah Jongg, Chess, Hearts, 

[0224] (j) Group Events 

[0225] The casino server 102 may seek to improve a 
group's gaming experience by facilitating various group 
events. Group events may include group meals, group 
outings (e.g. to golf courses, movies, shows, aquariums, 
etc.), group pep rallies, group award ceremonies, and so on. 
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Group events may be paid for by the casino, by group 
members, or partly by each. At group events, group mem- 
bers may receive merchandise relating to the group. For 
example, group members may receive scrapbooks with 
pictures of group members and representations of group 
member outcomes from throughout the group session. 
Group members may also receive cash or merchandise 
prizes, certificates, trophies, and verbal recognition. By 
holding group events, a casino may facilitate camaraderie 
and enjoyment among the group members. In addition, the 
casino may encourage group members to remain at a casino 
longer so as to attend a group event. For example, suppose 
a group competes against the casino from 4:00 pm to 5:00 
pm and wins a prize of S1000. The casino may hold an 
awards ceremony for the group at 7:00 pm, during which the 
group is to pick up the prize and some trophies. The group 
is thereby encouraged to remain at the casino until at least 
7:00 pm. Therefore, the group members may spend an 
additional two hours gambling between 5:00 pm and 7:00 
pm, creating potential profits for the casino. 

[0226] Group events are also an opportunity for people 
from the same group to meet if they have never met before, 
or if they do not see each other often. For example, a mother 
and adult daughter may form a group and compete with 
other group members via the Internet. If the mother and 
daughter play consistently, then the casino server 102 might 
provide the mother and daughter with free plane tickets to 
Las Vegas, and free accommodations on an annual basis. 
Then, the mother and daughter would have a chance to see 
each other, and to gamble together in Las Vegas. 

[0227] In addition to group members coming together 
during group events, people from separate groups may also 
meet at casino sponsored events. Perhaps the groups have 
competed against one another, or have competed together 
against the casino. 

[0228] 3. Initiating the Linked Play According to the 
Group Format 

[0229] In Step S3, group play may begin at a designated 
time once the casino server 102 has received all members' 
registration information. The designated time may be chosen 
by the casino server 102 or by group members at the time of 
registration. In some cases, group play may begin almost 
immediately after every group member agrees to begin. 
Some groups may be dynamic and allow for new members 
even after group play has started. In this case, play may 
begin once a certain minimum number of group members 
have registered. 

[0230] Beginning a group session does not mean that 
every current group member is required to begin gambling 
or otherwise working towards group goals. Individual group 
members may gamble according to their own timetables, so 
long as their gambling falls within the time of the group 
session. 

[0231] As the linked play session proceeds, each group 
member's gaming device 104 may transmit outcomes to the 
casino server 102. The casino server 102 may then store the 
outcomes in a current session database 214 such as depicted 
in FIG. 11. The casino server 102 may refer to the current 
session database 214, for example, in order to determine 
when two group members have received key outcomes 
within a certain number of spins of one another. The casino 



server 102 may also refer to the current session database to 
obtain outcomes from one group member to be displayed to 
another. At the end of the group session, the casino server 
102 may refer to the current session database 214 to deter- 
mine aggregate group results and thus, to determine whether 
the group should be awarded a prize. 

[0232] 4. Facilitating Interaction Among Group Members 
[0233] In Step S4, the system 100A, 100B may enable 
group members to interact passively or actively in a number 
of different ways. In some embodiments, as each group 
member generates results, the casino server 102 may trans- 
mit the results to be displayed to other group members. 
Group members may chat with one another. Group members 
may view video images of each other. Group members may 
also view video images of each other's gaming devices or 
computer screens where outcomes are displayed. Group 
members may provide each other with advice on any games 
requiring decisions. A first group member may even take 
control of a second group member's gaming device 104 and 
make remote decisions for the second group member. 

[0234] The display of one playing group member's results 
to another may create an important cohesion among group 
members. Suppose Linda and Mary compose a two-person 
playing group. The group will win a bonus prize if, together, 
Linda and Mary can gross $800 in an hour. As the end of the 
hour approaches, Linda might be discouraged after a long 
losing streak. However, she might check a display of Mary's 
results, and see that Mary has been doing quite well. This 
might encourage Linda to maintain her rate of play, and to 
thereby help the group achieve its goal. 

[0235] As another example, Mark and John compose a 
two-person group that will win $10,000 if both achieve 
"bar-bar-bar" within 1 minute of each other. When Mark 
sees that John has obtained "bar-bar-bar" as an outcome, 
Mark will have a minute of intense excitement as he makes 
handle pulls and hopes to achieve "bar-bar-bar" himself. 
[0236] In some embodiments, the casino server 102 may 
track the results of the group and display the results to one 
or more group members. The display may be made on the 
display screen 308 of the gaming device 104. There, the 
display might include a bar graph showing the names of 
group members along the x-axis, and some measure of the 
group members' results along the y-axis. The display may 
include other graphs, such as a line graph showing the 
group's aggregate results over time. For example, the x-axis 
may represent time and the y-axis may denote net tokens 
won by the group as a whole. The display may further 
incorporate the group's goal. For instance, the group mem- 
bers may view a graph of the group's gross winning as it 
approaches a bold red line, representing the threshold 
amount of winnings necessary for the group to win a group 
prize. An exemplary graph 700 of a, group's gross winnings 
as a function of time is depicted in FIG. 7. 

[0237] In some embodiments, a group may be provided 
with the option to purchase additional time and/or handle 
pulls to meet the group objective. For example, a group that 
perceives that they might not achieve the objective, perhaps 
based upon viewing a progress graph display 700, may 
determine that with five additional minutes they will 
improve their chances of achieving the group objective on 
time. In such an embodiment, a casino server 102 may 
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provide a physical or touch screen button available to 
players that grants an extension of time in exchange for a 
fee, an altered group objective, or the use of modified payout 

[0238] Group results may also be displayed on the credit 
meters of each group member's gaming device. Typically, a 
credit meter shows the number of credits an individual user 
has at a gaming device. The user may, at any time, receive 
cash in exchange for these credits. However, in playing 
group embodiments, the credit meter may show the total 
number of credits won by the group, or some other statistic. 
In these embodiments, the user may not be able to receive 
cash in exchange for the balance on the credit meter. 
[0239] Group results may also appear on the display of a 
player tracking card reader. Aplayer tracking card reader can 
typically display a few dozen characters, and often displays 
a greeting message such as "Welcome Linda Brown. "How- 
ever, in playing group embodiments, the player tracking card 
reader might display a group member's most recent out- 
come, the gross winnings of the group, etc. In some embodi- 
ments, group results may be printed on the back of cashless 
gaming receipts. 

[0240] For group members gaming at other devices, a 
display of group results may occur on the monitor of a 
personal computer, or on the screen of a cell phone or 
personal digital assistant. Group results may be audibly 
communicated. For example, the casino server 102 may 
periodically announce a group's progress via speakers 
attached to group members' gaming devices. The casino 
server 102 may also periodically update a voice response 
unit with group results. Group members may then call the 
voice response unit to hear group updates. 
[0241] In some embodiments, a display may show group 
results as well as the results of individual group members. 
For example, each time Samantha gets four cards to a 
royal-straight-flush in video poker, other group members 
may see a miniature version of her screen displayed in a 
corner of theirs. That way, the other group members may 
watch as she draws the fifth card. The same process may 
occur when other members of Samantha's group achieve 
four cards to a royal-straight-flush. 

[0242] In embodiments involving asynchronous play, a 
group member who is playing at a later time may view a 
display of the results of a group member who had played at 
an earlier time. Suppose, as described in a prior example, 
that Jack and Henry win a substantial prize if they both 
achieve a four-of a-kind within three spins of one another. 
Jack is the first to play. When Henry plays several hours 
later, he may view on his screen all of Jack's outcomes that 
are relevant to Henry's current outcome. For example, if 
Henry is on his 10 th spin, Henry sees a display of Jack's 
outcomes on Jack's 7 th , 8 th , 9 th , 10 th ,ll th , 12 th , and 13 th 
spins. If any of the displayed outcomes are four-of a-kind, 
then Henry knows that he has a chance on his current spin 
to get four-of a-kind and to thereby win the substantial prize 
for Jack and himself. 

[0243] In some embodiments, displays may show the 
progress of other groups as well. For example, assume the 
Palm Yacht Club is competing against the Florida Shuffle- 
board Team. Each group member from the Palm Yacht Club 
may see a display not only of the Palm Yacht Club's results, 
but of the Florida Shuffleboard Team's results as well. 



[0244] In some embodiments, a group member may be 
required to give permission for other group members or for 
people outside of the group to see the group member's 
outcomes. Others may be allowed to see some information 
pertaining to the group member's outcomes, but not all 
information, For example, other group members may see a 
first group member's outcomes, but not the amount of 
money the group member wagered, nor a tally of the first 
group member's net winnings. 

[0245] During the course of play, group members may 
have a number of reasons to chat with one another. Group 
members may chat simply to socialize. Group members may 
express to one another excitement and disappointment upon 
the occurrence of various outcomes. Group members may 
encourage or congratulate one another. Group members may 
agree on times to break, on times or places to eat, on places 
to meet, etc. One group member might suggest to another 
that he move to a new, "hotter" gaming device. Also, one 
group member may provide advice to another as to how to 
make a particular decision. For example, one member might 
tell another, "You want to discard that pair and go for the 
straight-flush." There are many other reasons group mem- 
bers might want to communicate. Therefore, a means of 
communication among group members can add significantly 
to the gaming experiences of the individuals involved. 

[0246] Group members may chat using a number of dif- 
ferent means. The casino server 102 may, for instance, host 
chat rooms. Each group may receive its own private chat 
room. Group members may then communicate with each 
other by keying in messages to their personal computers or 
gaming devices and routing the messages through the chat 
room. In some embodiments, group members communicate 
via instant messaging protocols such as the AOL Instant 
Messenger SM , or ICQ™. Group members may also chat via 
audio channels. For example, a group member may speak 
into a microphone attached to his gaming device. The group 
member's voice may then be digitized, transmitted over the 
casino slot network, and converted back to audio using a 
speaker at another group member's gaming device. Group 
members using personal computers may verbally commu- 
nicate over the Internet using Internet phone technology 
such as that possessed by Net2Phone®. Group members 
may chat using email. Group members in physical proximity 
may chat without electronic intermediation. There are many 
other ways by which group members might chat. 

[0247] One function of group formation in a casino setting 
may be for one group member to more easily find out when 
another group member begins gambling. Thus, when a 
person inserts a player tracking card into a gaming device 
104, the gaming device 104 may notify the casino server 102 
of the person's identity. The casino server 102 may then 
consult the group database 210 to see whether the person is 
a member of any groups. If the person is a group member, 
then the casino server 102 sends messages or other indica- 
tors to the other group members indicating that the person is 
now gambling, available to chat, etc. In some embodiments, 
these messages may be sent only to other group members 
who are themselves gambling, available to chat, etc. 

[0248] In some embodiments, group members may view 
images or video feeds of one another. In some embodiments, 
a casino security camera may be trained on a first group 
member. Other group members may view the video feed of 
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the first group member. In some embodiments each group 
member may have a portion of his gaming device's display 
screen devoted to video feeds of other group members. In 
some embodiments, the video feed of a particular group 
member may become prominent on all group members' 
screens only when the particular group member has won a 
significant prize. For example, when Sam gets a "seven- 
seven-seven" in three-reel slots, the casino server 102 may 
direct the gaming devices 104, 106, 108 of the other group 
members to enlarge the video feed of Sam, so that the other 
group members know Sam has won and can see his excite- 
ment. Similar embodiments may apply to still images of 
group members. For instance, when one group member 
wins, his still image may be shown to the others. In some 
embodiments, when a first group member chats with a 
second group member, the first may see a video feed (or still 
image) of the second, and vice versa. 

[0249] In some embodiments, group members may be 
represented on each other's displays as cartoon images (i.e. 
avatars) or symbols instead of by their own images. In such 
embodiments, when a first group member chats with a 
second, each may see the other's avatar speaking. When a 
first group member scores a win, the other group members 
may see the first group member's avatar do a little dance. 

[0250] Group members may also see cartoon or other 
virtual representations of each other's gaming devices. For 
example, when John gets a royal-straight-flush, Sarah sees a 
cartoon representation of John's gaming device display. The 
cartoon shows pictures of the five cards, i.e. Ace(hearts), 
King(hearts), Quecn(hearts), Jack(hearts), lO(hearts). 

[0251] 5. Terminating the Linked Play According to the 
Group Format 

[0252] In Step S5, the linked play session may end after a 
group objective has been satisfied and/or achieved or once 
the linked play completes according to the group format. 
Thus, in some embodiments, linked play may terminate, for 
example, after some predetermined time period, after a 
predetermined number of handle pulls by each or all group 
members, once one or more group members have exhausted 
a certain number of tokens, once one or more members or 
the group as a whole has achieved a goal, once it is clear the 
group will not achieve a goal, once it is clear that one group 
member has won, or one group member has lost, once one 
or more group members has obtained one or more prede- 
termined outcomes, and/or once one or more group mem- 
bers has obtained one or more predetermined symbols 

[0253] In some embodiments, arrangements or measures 
may be provided to accommodate a group with a member 
who wishes to quit the group during linked play. For 
instance, a group member may not wish to make any further 
wagers or the group member may be required to be some- 
where else. The group member may wish to quit despite a 
designated group format requiring all group members to 
place a certain minimum number of wagers, to spend a 
certain amount of time gambling, etc. 

[0254] Thus, when a group member quits a group, and 
informs the casino server 102 that he is quitting, various 
measures may be taken as a result of the loss to the group. 
These measures may include allowing other group members 
to substitute their own contributions for that of the lost group 
member. For example, where a group's objective involves 



achieving gross winnings in excess of a certain threshold, if 
a group member quits, then another group member's win- 
nings may be counted twice towards the group goal. An 
alternative solution might be for other group members to be 
given more time to gamble towards the group goal. 
[0255] An additional potential measure may include modi- 
fying the group objective. The group objective may be 
modified to be more suitable for the remaining members of 
the group. For example, in a five-person group, where any 
two group members may split a bonus prize for attaining the 
outcome of "orange-orange-orange" within one minute of 
one another, if any one group members quits, it becomes 
more difficult for the others to obtain the bonus prize, since 
each remaining group member now only has three others 
with which to potentially split the prize. One way to make 
up for the loss of the group member would be to allow any 
two group members among the remaining four to win the 
bonus prize upon achieving "orange-orange-orange" within 
two minutes of one another rather than within one minute. 
Another solution might be to increase the amount of the 
bonus prize. 

[0256] An additional potential measure may include find- 
ing a new person to replace the departing group member. 
The new person may or may not be required to pay an entry 
fee for joining the group. 

[0257] An additional potential measure may include the 
casino reducing the prize that may be won by the group. The 
casino may reduce the prize for several reasons. First, it 
might be easier for the group to win the prize after a group 
member has left. For instance, if a group's goal is based on 
net winnings, the goal might be smaller and thus, more 
attainable with fewer people playing, since the odds in most 
games are in the casino's favor. Secondly, the casino is 
benefiting less from the gambling activities of the group, so 
may be able to justify only a reduced prize. 

[0258] An additional potential measure may include dis- 
solving the group and any entry fees may be fully or partially 
returned. There are many other possible measures that might 
be taken if a group member quits. If a group member quits 
without informing the casino server 102 (either directly or 
via other group members), then measures may or may not be 
taken, depending on whether the quitting has benefited the 
group. Generally, if a group member's quitting has benefited 
the group, then the group member may not have satisfied 
some rule or rules required as part of the group format. For 
example, if each group member is required to make 1000 
handle pulls during a session, and a group member quits 
after having made 600 handle pulls, then the group member 
has not met the requirements specified as part of the group 
format. Whether or not a quitting group member informs the 
casino server, various penalties may be levied against the 
group member or the group. These include reduced potential 
prizes, reduced chances at prizes, deductions of credits from 
a credit balance, etc. 

[0259] In some embodiments, an entire group or a signifi- 
cant portion of a group may quit upon the agreement of one 
or more group members and there may be a way for the 
group to settle with the casino. For example, if a group is 
80% of the way towards achieving an objective, but wishes 
to quit early, then the group may quit and receive, say, 50% 
of a prize. There are many other possible methods of 
settlement. 
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[0260] 6. Determining Whether the Group Objective was 
Achieved 

[0261] Once the group session has ended, the casino 
server 102 may then determine the outcome of the group 
session in Step S6. The casino server 102 may determine the 
outcome by, for example, referring to the current session 
database 214 of FIG. 11, obtaining an aggregate group 
result, obtaining the description of the appropriate group 
objective from the group session database 212 of FIG. 10, 
and comparing the group result to the group objective. If, for 
example, a group of five people was trying to achieve net 
winnings of $100 in order to win a meal for each member, 
then the casino server 102 compares a tally of the group 
members' net winnings to the threshold of $100. If the tally 
of net group winnings exceeds the threshold, then the casino 
server 102 may instruct each group member's gaming 
device 104 to print a meal ticket in Step S7. If the group play 
involved group members competing against one another for 
a prize pool, then the casino server 102 may determine the 
winning group member, and signal that group member's 
gaming device 104 to pay the winner the amount of the prize 
pool in Step S7. 

[0262] 7. Awarding Prizes if the Group Objective was 
Achieved 

[0263] Once the casino server 102 has determined the 
result of group play, including competitions, then, in Step 
S7, il may allocate prizes based on the result. For instance, 
as suggested above, the winner among a group whose 
members competed with one another for a prize pool would 
receive (he prize pool. The casino server 102 may refer to the 
group session database 212 of FIG. 10 in order to determine 
what prizes to award, and how to distribute any prizes 
amongst the group members. The casino server 102 may 
then signal the gaming devices 104, 106, 108, (112, 114) 
operated by the winners among the group members to 
dispense the appropriate prizes. Alternatively the winners 
may receive their prizes at a location within the casino. 

F. EXAMPLE ILLUSTRATIVE EMBODIMENTS 
OF THE INVENTION 

[0264] The following very specific examples are provided 
to illustrate particular embodiments of the present invention, 
particularly from the perspective of potential users of the 
system 100A 100B including players and casinos. 

(a) Example 1 

[0265] Walter and Brenda have been married for thirty- 
five years. At least once a month, they visit a nearby casino 
together to play video poker. On one particular visit, Walter 
and Brenda sat down at adjacent video poker machines and 
inserted their respective player tracking cards. The display 
screen on Brenda's machine then displayed a message for 
her. It read: 

[0266] Brenda, we'd like to welcome you and your 
husband back to our casino. We notice you play here 
frequently together. How would you and your hus- 
band like to try group play? The way it works is 
simple. You play just as you did before. Only now, if 
both you and your husband get a straight flush within 
one minute of each other, you split a bonus payout of 
1000 tokens! The payout for a solitary straight flush 



is just a little lower, 40 tokens instead of 50 tokens. 
Press the 'accept' button below if you would like to 
commence group play. We will then ask your hus- 
band if he wants to play. If he agrees, then you are 
all set. 

[0267] Brenda liked the idea of group play. It would allow 
Walter and her to work together in order to win. She talked 
over the concept with Walter and then touched the "accept" 
button on her display screen. Soon, Walter got a similar 
message to the one Brenda had received, and he too touched 
"accept." Brenda and Walter then began playing. 

[0268] Over the next several hours, there were several 
occasions when either Walter or Brenda achieved a straight 
flush. They hardly noticed the slightly smaller payout as the 
winner cheered the other on for the next minute, hoping the 
other would also attain a straight flush. Although they ended 
up not winning the bonus payout, both Walter and Brenda 
enjoyed the group excitement, and resolved to continue 
playing as a group during subsequent visits to the casino. 

(b) Example 2 

[0269] Linda, Jane, Sue, and Mary were long time friends 
who enjoyed an occasional group trip to the casino. The only 
drawback of going together was that it always seemed one 
of them would have very good gambling results, and another 
would have bad results. They would thus leave the casino in 
disparate emotional slates. One day, Linda noticed a pro- 
motion in a mailing sent to her by the casino. The promotion 
said that several people could join a play group to link their 
winnings together. Each play group member would put the 
same amount of money into a pool. Each play group 
member's wager would then come from the pool, and all 
winnings would go into the pool. The pool would then be 
divided evenly among all group members al the end of a 
gaming session. In this way, if one or two group members 
went on a lucky streak, all group members would share in 
the luck. 

[0270] Linda spoke to Jane, Sue, and Mary, and all agreed 
to form a play group with linked winnings. On their next 
drive up to the casino, they agreed on a group name: "Linked 
Destiny." When each later sat down at her respective slot 
machine, she selected a "group play" option from a menu on 
the touch screen of her slot machine. She then keyed in the 
name of the group she wanted to join, "Linked Destiny," 
using a keypad displayed on the touch screen. After Linda, 
Jane, Sue, and Mary had keyed the group's name into their 
slot machines, each was given a list of the other group 
members, and asked to confirm that she wanted to join a play 
group with the others. Each confirmed. Then, each was 
asked to insert $100 into her gaming device, and each did so. 
Then play commenced. 

[0271] After Linda had made a few handle pulls, she was 
pleased to see a small window appear in the upper right hand 
corner of her display screen. In the window, Linda could see 
displayed how much money remained in the common pool. 
She also could see each of her friends' outcomes as they 
occurred. For instance, the display would flash the name 
"Mary" and show Mary's outcome of "cherry-lemon-bell". 
Then the display would flash "Jane" and show "bell-bell- 
plum". Linda found play to be much more exciting, as she 
now had four people's outcomes to follow rather than just 
her own. 
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[0272] Today was Sue 's day to be lucky. She seemed to hit 
payout after payout. Although the others did not do as well, 
the common pool ended up at $480. Each left with a small 
profit of $20 due to Sue's good luck. All were in a good 
mood on the ride home. 

(c) Example 3 

[0273] A group of five people got together, each person 
was a dollar slot machine player. Each member of the group 
contributed $20 to an initial wager placed with the casino. 
The group would then play for an hour, and if the group's net 
winnings for the hour exceeded $200, the wager would pay 
back $200 to each person. Each person would also keep any 
winnings sustained at his machine during the one-hour 
session, and would absorb any losses. 

(d) Example 4 

[0274] Joe and Sam were two avid video blackjack play- 
ers. They would always argue about who had done better 
during a particular session. So one day, Joe and Sam decided 
to join a group for the purposes of competing against one 
another. As part of the group, Joe and Sam each agreed to 
place a $15 wager to be held by the casino. At 8:00 pm, 
whoever had netted the most money, or lost the least money 
at video blackjack would win the other's $15 wager. The 
only stipulation was that each had to wager at least $1000 in 
total at video blackjack. The stipulation would prevent either 
Joe or Sam from stopping early and allowing the other to 
lose money due to the negative expected net winnings to be 
derived from video blackjack. 

[0275] Joe and Sam played vigorously throughout the day. 
When it got to be 8:00 pm, both had lost more than $100. But 
Sam did not mind because he had lost less than Joe, and so 
got to keep Joe's $15. There was no argument about whom 
was the victor. 

(e) Example 5 

[0276] An elderly couple from Stamford, Conn, traveled 
frequently to a nearby casino. The couple was interested in 
meeting another couple from Stamford who also liked to 
gamble. Perhaps the two couples could travel to the casino 
together, and maybe also get together for lunch and a game 
of bridge. On one visit to the casino, the couple registered 
for a competition. The hour-long competition would be 
against another couple, to see which couple could hit the 
most payouts in excess of 20 tokens at a traditional three-reel 
fruit slot machine. The casino would buy lunch for the 

[0277] When the couple registered for the competition 
they asked that the casino server 102 match them with 
another couple, both aged 60 or older, who lived in Stam- 
ford, Conn., and enjoyed bridge. The casino was able to find 
a match for them, and the competition ensued. The initiating 
couple lost the competition, but they were pleased to meet 
their opponents at the restaurant later that day. The two 
couples soon became good friends, and from then on always 
traveled to the casino together. 

(f) Example 6 

[0278] Tony was on the Internet at his favorite casino Web 
site. Tony was interested in joining a group and having a 
chance of winning a group progressive prize. Tony therefore 



clicked a link that brought him to a Web page listing the 
available groups. Next to each group was listed the size of 
the progressive prize, and the amount required to join the 
group. Tony would be required to pay some money to join 
a group since his wagers had not yet contributed anything to 
the progressive prize. Tony saw one group of 100 people that 
had a progressive prize of $500 and rising. Tony clicked on 
the link to join the group. He then authorized the deduction 
of $5 from his credit card account to join the group, and the 
$5 then went into the progressive pool. Tony authorized the 
deduction of another $100 from his credit card account in 
exchange for 100 virtual casino tokens. Tony then began 
playing his favorite game: video poker. 

[0279] G. Additional Embodiments of the Invention 
[0280] Group members may be distributed across multiple 
casinos. In some embodiments, a third-party server 110 may 
transmit and receive communications from individual casino 
servers. The third-party server 110 may track group infor- 
mation such as group members' names, financial account 
identifiers and locations. The third-party server 110 may also 
track group statistics, such as net group winnings, individual 
group members' winnings, number of jackpots won by the 
group, etc. In this regard, the third-party server 110 may 
assume many of the functions the casino server 102 had in 
embodiments where all group members played at a single 
casino. The third-party server 110 may transmit any group 
information or statistics to the casino servers so that the 
information might be displayed to the group members at the 
gaming devices. Meanwhile, casino servers may continue to 
receive information from group members and from group 
members' gaming devices, and pass the information along to 
the third-party server 110. Two group members at different 
casinos may chat with one another, for example, by routing 
a first group member's signal through the slot network of the 
first casino to the first casino server; by then routing the 
signal from the first casino server 102 to the third-party 
server 110; then from the third-party server 110 to the second 
casino server; and finally from the second casino server 102 
through the slot network of the second casino to the second 
group member. 

[0281] Where multiple group members play at different 
casinos with different owners, it may be necessary for the 
casinos to split the cost of any prizes given to the group. In 
some embodiments, any prizes awarded to the group or to 
individual group members may be paid by each participating 
casino in proportion to the number of group members that 
were playing at that casino. In some embodiments, each 
prize is paid by the casino or casinos at which prize-winning 
outcomes were won. For example, the Slot Kings group may 
win a minivan if any two group members achieve a jackpot 
outcome within one hour of one another. If two members of 
the group playing at casino A achieve the jackpot outcome, 
then casino Amay be responsible for paying for the minivan. 
However, if one group member had been at casino A and the 
other at casino B, then the two casinos might split the price 
of the mini-van. Those skilled in the art will recognize that 
there are many other possible ways to determine how to split 
the cost of the prize for a group among multiple casinos. 

[0282] In some embodiments, a group member may be 
required to play at multiple casinos in order to win a prize. 
[0283] In some embodiments of the present invention, not 
all of the outcomes of all of the group members are used to 
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determine whether the group has achieved the group objec- 
tive. In some embodiments, only the outcomes of the most 
successful player or players may be used. In some embodi- 
ments, only the outcomes of the least successful player may 
be used. In some embodiments, only the outcomes that 
occurred during a specific time period may be used. 
[0284] Although the system of the invention has been 
described as one or more gaming devices 104, 106, 108 
networked to a casino server 102, the invention applies to 
other games and gaming environments. For example, the 
invention may be applied to table games, such as table poker 
and blackjack. In such embodiments, players may insert 
their player tracking cards into card readers corresponding to 
seats around, for example, a poker table. The casino server 
102 could access group data and transmit that data to a data 
terminal located at the dealer. The dealer could then com- 
municate the relevant linked play information to the player. 
[0285] In some embodiments of the present invention, as 
applied to table games, a dealer may manually provide many 
of the functions of a casino server. One challenge at table 
games involves tracking the results of playing group mem- 
bers, since the processing power and memory present in a 
gaming device 104 may not necessarily be available at a 
table game. In some embodiments, every time a group 
member achieves an outcome that counts towards a group 
objective, a casino employee may place a marker on the 
table to represent the outcome. For example, a blackjack 
player belongs to a group that wins five sets of round-trip 
plane tickets to Las Vegas from anywhere in the United 
States, provided the group members can achieve 100 black- 
jacks amongst themselves in the span of an hour. Then, 
every time a group member achieves a blackjack, the dealer 
places a special chip in a circle marked on the table in front 
of the group member. At the end of an hour, the number of 
blackjacks the group member has achieved can be discerned 
from the number of special chips in the circle in front of the 
group member. 

[0286] In some embodiments, an electronic counter is 
affixed to the blackjack table (or craps table, roulette table, 
etc.). Every time a group member achieves an outcome of 
importance, the dealer may press a button on the counter to 
increment the count of the number of outcomes attained by 
the group member. Alternatively, an electronic scanner may 
automatically detect outcomes achieved by a group member, 
and cause the electronic counter to increment upon the 
attainment ol such an outcome. 

[0287] A single group member may game at multiple 
gaming devices, and have his results at each gaming device 
104 count towards a personal or group goal. For example, if 
Sam and Henry wish to achieve "bell-bell-bell" within 10 
seconds of one another, then Sam and Henry may improve 
their chances by each playing three gaming devices at once. 
Perhaps this allows them to increase their individual rates of 
play, when a rate of play is measured over three gaming 
devices instead of one. With higher effective rates of play, 
Sam and Henry are more likely to achieve "bell-bell-bell" 
within 10 seconds of one another. 

[0288] Playing groups may gain an increased sense of 
camaraderie by wearing apparel tailored to the group. For 
example, group members may each wear group hats or 
group T-shirts containing the name of the group. In some 
cases, group apparel might show the results of the group 



(e.g. the group won $500 in 2003). There might be group 
mugs, group key chains, and other group trinkets. Group 
members might each receive tracking cards displaying spe- 
cial group colors, showing the name of the group, or 
otherwise indicating group membership. All group-related 
products might be provided by the casino as a benefit of 
group formation. Group related products might also be given 
out as prizes. The casino might also charge for the products. 
One benefit of a playing group registering prior to visiting a 
casino, is that the casino may have time to arrange for the 
manufacture of the items prior to group members' arrival at 
the casino. 

[0289] One or more group members may be able to 
negotiate for certain benefits to be given a group in exchange 
for the group's business at a particular merchant. A group 
may negotiate for better odds at gaming devices, discounted 
rooms, discounted meals, discounted show tickets, increased 
rates of complimentary points (comps), additional casino- 
sponsored group prizes, and so on. For example, Sheryl 
might contact a casino server 102 and mention that her 
playing group, The Casino Ladies, would be interested in 
spending a weekend at the casino if each group member 
could receive half price on her room. The casino, server 
might then grant the half-priced rooms to each group mem- 
ber, in view of low fill rates, or in view of the group's heavy 
gambling in the past. In some embodiments one or more 
group leaders or representatives of the group receives a 
benefit in exchange for getting the other group members to 
either come to the casino, to increase their quantity of 
gambling, or to otherwise increase their consumption at the 

[0290] A gaming device 104 typically includes one or 
more physical buttons for use in issuing commands to the 
gaming device 104. For example, one plastic button might 
indicate a bet of 1 coin, another plastic button might indicate 
a bet of 2 coins, and a third plastic button might say "spin." 
In some embodiments of this invention, the existing buttons 
on a gaming device 104 may be used for alternative pur- 
poses. For example, a button that is typically used to bet 3 
coins may now be used to open a chat line with group 
member number 3. Many other uses for buttons are possible. 
[0291] In some embodiments, a first group member may 
never know the identity of another member of his group. He 
might instead know only a screen name. A person in one 
group may never know the identity of a person in another 
group against which his group is competing. 
[0292] In some embodiments, a winner of a competition 
among group members may get to keep all of the group's 
total net or gross winnings. 

[0293] In some embodiments, a competition whose out- 
come is dependent in some way on a group member's 
amount of play may help the casino to increase the group 
member's amount of play. For example, if the winner of a 
competition is the person with the highest gross winnings, 
then a group member might be encouraged to make more 
wagers so as to have more chances to increase his gross 
winnings. This, in turn, may increase casino profits. 
[0294] In some embodiments, the casino server 102 may 
attempt to pair a slow (as measured by handle pulls per hour) 
and a fast player into a group. The casino server's 102 goal 
in doing so would be to allow the faster player to influence 
the slower player to play more rapidly. 
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[0295] In some embodimenls, the winner of a competition 
might be the group or the group member who lasts the 
longest in the face of some adverse condition, Some exem- 
plary adverse conditions may include fatigue, losing out- 
comes, bankruptcy, poor statistics, and being voted out. In 
fatigue based adverse condition embodiment, the winner is 
the group member who can physically gamble the longest 
without collapsing from exhaustion. In a losing outcomes 
based adverse condition embodiment, group members may 
drop out of a competition upon, for example, obtaining five 
losing outcomes in a row and the winner is the last remain- 
ing group member. In a bankruptcy based adverse condition 
embodiment, groups or group members may be forced to 
drop out of a competition when they run out of money, or 
when they lose a predetermined amount of money. In a poor 
statistics based adverse condition embodiment, group mem- 
bers may be competing with one another for a prize and, for 
example, the group member with the lowest net winnings 
after a set time period may be dropped from the group. This 
process may repeat until only one group member, the 
winner, remains. In a "being voted out" based adverse 
condition embodiment, the group may periodically vote a 
member out of the group. The last remaining group member 



[0296] In some embodiments that include a competition 
between groups, individual group members may drop out 
periodically due to an adverse condition. At the end of a set 
time period, the group with the most remaining members 



[0297] In some embodiments, one use of an audio com- 
munications channel between competing group members or 
competing groups may be used for the purpose of trash 
talking. The casino server 102 may, however, censor any 
trash talking, or any communication in general, using casino 
chat rooms facilities or other casino sponsored communica- 



[0298] In some embodiments, a playing group may 
include a multi-day competition among group members, 
with a subset of the group members being eliminated every 
day. Those group members that remain at the end of each 
day may receive a free or discounted room at the casino's 
hotel for the night. Alternatively, group members who are 
eliminated may receive a free or discounted hotel room in 
order to encourage them to remain at the casino even after 
having been eliminated from competition. 

[0299] In some embodiments where group members com- 
pete, one group member may be able to use defensive tactics 
to nullify another group member's progress. For example, 
Tim and Arthur are competing to see who gets the most 
payouts in excess of 20 coins. However, if Tim gets a shield 
symbol, Tim can hold onto it, and the next time Arthur gets 
a 20 coin payout, Tim can use his shield symbol to stop the 
20 coin payout from being counted for Arthur in the com- 
petition. There are many variations to the use of defensive 
tactics. Perhaps Tim is not allowed to spin while holding the 
shield symbol. Perhaps Arthur can get another symbol that 
protects him against the nullifying effects of the shield. In 
some embodiments, one group member might periodically 
be allowed to take a symbol from a second group member, 
even though the second group member does not desire to 
give up the symbol. The symbol may help the first group 
member, or its loss may hurt the second group member. 



[0300] In some embodiments, group members can use 
their own symbols to help other group members. For 
example, Sheila gets an outcome of: Ace(hearts), King- 
(hearts), Queen(bearts), Jack(hearts), 3(diamonds), at video 
poker. Meanwhile, Samantha is dealt a hand containing the 
10(hearts) al her own video poker machine. Samantha may 
then give her 10(hearts) to Sheila so that Sheila might 
complete her royal-straight-fiush. The royal-straight-flush 
may or may not then win as much as it would have had 
Sheila completed it on her own. 

[0301] In some embodiments, group members may be 
required to make handle pulls during a limited time window. 
For example, a group wins a prize based on its gross 
winnings between 2:30 pm and 3:30 pm. Thus, if a group 
member's gaming device 104 malfunctions, or when a group 
member's Internet connection fails, the group member or, the 
group may be put at a disadvantage. Therefore, in some 
embodimenls, the casino server 102 may maintain a record 
of when a group member's gaming device 104 malfunctions, 
or when a group member's Internet connection fails. For 
example, the casino server 102 may receive a periodic signal 
from a group member's gaming device 104 confirming that 
the gaming device 104 is functional. If the casino server 102 
does not receive the signal during a time when the signal 
should have been sent, then the casino server 102 may 
conclude that the gaming device 104 has malfunctioned, and 
may record the time of malfunction in a log. 

[0302] In some embodiments, a gaming device 104 might 
also actively indicate that it has malfunctioned by sending a 
malfunction signal to the casino server. The casino server 
102 may later record the time al which a gaming device 104 
has resumed function, as indicated by a resumption of the 
periodic signal from the gaming device. In some embodi- 
ments, when a group member's gaming device 104 mal- 
functions, the group member may move to a new gaming 
device 104 and resume play. The casino server 102 may 
receive the group member's identifier from the new gaming 
device 104 and record the time at which the group member 
has resumed play. A similar system may be used to detect 
when a group member has been disconnected from the 
casino server's Web site. For example, the group member's 
personal computer may cease transmitting signals to the 
casino server's Web site, and resume once the group member 
has been reconnected. 

[0303] Thus, in some embodiments, the casino server 102 
may record a log of when a group member has been unable 
to participate in the group activity due to some kind of 
malfunction. The casino server 102 might then compensate 
the group member or the group for lost activity. For 
example, the casino server 102 might allow one or more 
group members to gamble at a time outside of the originally 
designated time period, but have the gambling count 
towards group activity. In some embodiments, the casino 
server 102 may grant the group member or the group some 
number of tokens, points, symbols, etc., representing that 
which the group member or group might have expected to 
achieve during the lost time. In some embodiments, the 
entire group may be required to start the group session from 
the beginning at a later time period. In still other embodi- 
ments, the group or group member may simply be given all 
or a portion of the prize he might have won had he not been 
cut off. However, in some embodiments, the casino server 
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102 may elect not to compensate the group or group member 
for lost time if, for example, the group member is at fault. 

[0304] In some embodiments, at the end of a group 
session, one or more group members may receive a docu- 
ment, certificate, trophy, receipt or other form of recognition 
as to the performance of the group or the group member. A 
group member may use such recognition, for example, to 
prove that he won a contest against another group member. 
Having the chance to win a contest against a friend and 
having the ability to prove the win may motivate a person to 
gamble at a casino. 

[0305] In some embodiments, a group or individual group 
members may be granted a form of insurance. For example, 
if each member of the group loses more than $50 during a 
gaming session, the insurance is activated and each group 
member receives $30 from the casino. The group may be 
granted insurance simply for agreeing to gamble at the 
casino. Alternatively, the group may be required to pay an 
insurance premium in order to have the chance at receiving 

[0306] In some embodiments, a group gambling session 
may occur over a designated time interval, e.g. 11:00 am to 
12:00 pm. However, each group member may have the 
option, or may be required to take one or more breaks during 
the gambling session. For example, each group member may 
be required to break for ten minutes during the interval of 
11:00 am to 12:00 pm. Each group member may then take 
the break during any ten-minute period within the hour-long 
interval. A group member may use the break time, for 
example, to use the rest rooms, to obtain refreshments, to 
walk around, and so on. Requiring all group members to take 
a break ensures that a group member who needs to use the 
rest room facilities, for example, is not at a disadvantage to 
someone who plays for the entire session. In some embodi- 
ments, if a group member has not taken a break during a 
session, and the time remaining in the session is equal to the 
length of the break, then the casino server 102 may auto- 
matically prevent the group member from participating for 
the remainder of the session. 

[0307] In some embodiments, group members in compe- 
tition with one another may take breaks without being put at 
a disadvantage by setting up an automatic gambling system. 
Such an automatic gambling system may be embodied as a 
program that may be executed on the gaming device 104. 
For instance, a group member who needs to take a break may 
be able to key instructions into his gaming device 104 that 
causes the gaming device 104 to continue generating out- 
comes at the rate of 20 per minute until the group member 
returns to the machine. 

[0308] In some embodiments, the casino may provide 
certain benefits to group members to better facilitate social 
interaction. For instance, the casino may provide group 
members with adjacent hotel rooms and/or the casino may 
reserve adjacent gaming devices for group members. The 
casino may also reserve blocks of adjacent seats at a show, 
adjacent tables at restaurants, seats at the same gaming table, 
etc., for members of a single group. 

[0309] In some embodiments, a player device, such as a 
wireless PDA, may be used to invite a player to a linked 
play-enabled gaming device 104 and it may alert the gaming 
device 104 to the player's proximity using, for example, a 



wireless protocol (such as Bluetooth as described at http:// 
www.bluetooth.com/dev/speciflcations.asp ). Once identi- 
fied, a users' information may be automatically transferred 
to the gaming device and log him into group play. By merely 
approaching an enabled gaming device, the player's device 
could trigger the gaming device 104 to configure itself to 
support the player's current group play session. In some 
embodiments, a cell phone/PDA may be used to track and 
record the player's performance and winnings information 
for a given linked play session. 

[0310] In some embodiments, a remote group member 
may log onto a casino server 102 directly, bypassing any 
third-party server 110. Alternatively, a player could log onto 
a gaming device 104 directly, bypassing the casino server 
102. 

H. CONCLUSION 

[0311] It is clear from the foregoing discussion that the 
disclosed systems and methods to facilitate linked gaming 
represents an improvement in the art of electronic commerce 
and gaming. While the method and apparatus of the present 
invention has been described in terms of its presently 
preferred and alternate embodiments, those skilled in the art 
will recognize that the present invention may be practiced 
with modification and alteration within the spirit and scope 
of the appended claims. The specifications and drawings are, 
accordingly, to be regarded in an illustrative rather than a 

[0312] Further, even though only certain embodiments 
have been described in detail, those having ordinary skill in 
the art will certainly appreciate and understand that many 
modifications, changes, and enhancements are possible 
without departing from the teachings thereof. All such 
modifications are intended to be encompassed within the 
following claims. 

What is claimed is: 

1. A method comprising: 

receiving at least one outcome from each of a plurality of 
gaming devices, wherein each gaming device is asso- 
ciated with at least one player; 

deriving a group outcome based upon the outcomes; and 

providing a payout if the group outcome is a winning 

2. The method of claim 1 wherein the players are asso- 
ciated with each other. 

3. The method of claim 1 wherein the payout is provided 
to at least one of the players. 

4. The method of claim 1 further comprising transmitting 
communications between the players. 

5. A method comprising: 

receiving at least one outcome from each of a plurality of 
associated players; 

deriving a group outcome based upon the outcomes of the 
plurality of associated players; and 

determining if the group outcome satisfies at least one 
predefined criterion. 

6. The method of claim 5 further comprising: 
providing a payout based upon whether the group out- 
come satisfies the at least one predefined criterion. 
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7. A melhod comprising: 

receiving at least one outcome from each of a plurality of 
players; 

comparing outcomes of at least two different players 
among the plurality of players; and 

determining a winner based upon comparing the out- 

8. The method of claim 7 further comprising: 
receiving a wager from each of the plurality of players; 

providing a payout amount based upon the wager to the 
winner. 

9. The method of claim 7 wherein comparing the out- 
comes includes comparing an aggregate of each player's 
outcomes with that of other players among the plurality of 
players. 

10. A method comprising: 

receiving at least one outcome from each of a plurality of 
players; and 

determining if the outcomes together satisfy at least one 
predefined criterion, 

wherein the at least one predefined criterion includes 
receiving related outcomes. 

11. The method of claim 10 wherein receiving related 
outcomes includes receiving identical outcomes from at 
least two players within a predefined time period. 

12. The method of claim 10 further comprising: 

providing a payout based upon whether the outcomes 
together satisfy the at least one predefined criterion. 

13. The method of claim 10 wherein receiving related 
outcomes includes receiving outcomes from at least two 
players that are jackpot outcomes. 

14. A method comprising: 

receiving at least one individual balance amount from at 
least one of a plurality of associated players; 

combining the individual balance amounts into a group 
balance amount if there are more than one individual 
balance amounts, otherwise making the one individual 
balance amount the group balance amount; and 

providing shared access to the group balance amount via 
a plurality of gaming devices, each gaming device 
being operated by at least one of the associated players. 

15. The method of claim 14 wherein providing shared 
access includes providing shared use of the group balance 
amount for wagering on the gaming devices. 

16. The method of claim 14 wherein providing shared 
access includes crediting winnings earned on the plurality of 
gaming devices to the group balance amount. 

17. The method of claim 14 wherein providing shared 
access includes debiting losses incurred on the plurality of 
gaming devices against the group balance amount. 

18. The method of claim 14 wherein providing shared 
access includes dividing the group balance amount among 
the associated players. 



19. A method comprising: 

receiving a code from a plurality of players, each oper- 
ating a gaming device; 

associating the gaming devices; and 

generating a progressive jackpot based on contributions 
from the associated gaming devices. 

20. A method comprising: 

receiving a code from a plurality of players, each oper- 
ating a gaming device; 
associating the gaming devices; 

receiving at least one balance amount from at least one of 
the players operating the associated gaming devices; 

providing shared access to the balance amount via the 
associated gaming devices. 

21. A method comprising: 
receiving a group description; 

inviting players operating a gaming device who meet the 

group description to join a group; and 
associating players who accept the invitation with the 

group. 

22. A method comprising: 

receiving user information from a plurality of players; 
associating each of the plurality of players with at least 

one group based on the user information; 
determining group information for each group; 
determining at least one group objective based on the 

group information; 
associating the at least one group objective with each 

group based on the group information; 
tracking a play performance of each of the plurality of 

players; 

aggregating the play performance of the players associ- 
ated with each group; and 

awarding a group a prize if the aggregated play perfor- 
mance of the group meets the associated at least one 
group objective. 

23. A method comprising: 
registering a group for linked play; 
establishing a group objective and a group format; 
initiating the linked play according to the group format; 
facilitating interaction among group members during 

linked play; 

terminating the linked play according to the group format; 
determining, based upon the linked play, whether the 
group objective was achieved; and 

awarding at least one prize if the group objective was 
achieved. 

24. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes associating a plurality of players 
that each agree to share in the winnings or losses of the 
group as a whole. 
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25. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes associating a plurality of players 
who each agree to contribute an amount to a group pool. 

26. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes associating a plurality of players 
who each agree to allow their individual winnings to be 
influenced by gambling performances of each other. 

27. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes associating a plurality of players 
who share at least one common characteristic. 

28. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes associating a plurality of players 
who opt to join the group. 

29. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes associating a plurality of players 
identified by a casino. 

30. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes associating a plurality of players 
who present a predefined group code word to a gaming 

31. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes associating a plurality of players 
who are invited to join the group. 

32. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes associating a plurality of players 
who respond to a prompt to join the group. 

33. The method of 32 wherein the prompt to join the 
group is provided by at least one of a gaming device, another 
individual, a group, a group member, a casino, an email 
message, a phone call, an Internet message, a wireless 
signal, and a public address announcement. 

34. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes displaying a description of available 

35. The method of claim 34 wherein the description of 
existing groups includes at least one of names of current 
group members, names of players who will be invited to join 
the group, an objective of the group, an amount of money 
each group member will need to gamble as part of the group, 
how each group member's potential winnings and losses 
will be effected by being a member of the group, time 
commitments necessary for being a member of the group, 
game types the group will play, and group membership 
restrictions. 

36. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes enabling existing group members to 
approve potential new members. 

37. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes collecting an entry fee from a player 
interested in joining a group. 

38. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes verifying completion of a qualifying 
activity by a player interested in joining a group. 

39. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes verifying receipt of a qualifying 
outcome by a player interested in joining a group. 

40. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes creating a group having a member- 
ship requirement that is beneficial to a casino. 

41. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes creating a group having an objective 
that is profitable to a casino. 



42. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes creating a group having a group 
format that is advantageous to a casino. 

43. The method of claim 23 wherein registering a group 
for linked play includes a casino creating a group by offering 
potential members an incentive to join the group. 

44. The method of claim 23 wherein establishing a group 
objective includes identifying at least one prize for which 
the group plays and at least one of: 

a criterion to be satisfied in order to win the prize, and 
a result that the group members are required to achieve in 
order to win the prize. 

45. The method of claim 23 wherein establishing a group 
objective includes choosing a group objective by at least one 
of a casino, a group member, and a group. 

46. The method of claim 23 wherein establishing a group 
format includes establishing guidelines the group members 
are required to follow and a structure of the group. 

47. The method of claim 23 wherein establishing a group 
format includes establishing al least one of rules that specify 
how prizes will be distributed among group members, time 
periods during which linked play will occur, and an amount 
group members are required to gamble. 

48. The method of claim 23 wherein establishing a group 
format includes choosing a group format by at least one of 
a casino, a group member, and a group. 

49. The method of claim 23 wherein establishing a group 
formal includes choosing at least one of an amount of betting 
that group members are required to make, a type of game 
that group members are required to play, a time during 
which group members are required to gamble, an incentive 
to provide to group members, a competitor, an amount for a 
prize pool, a prize structure for paying out prizes, and group 

50. The method of claim 23 wherein establishing a group 
format includes associating group members with at least one 
set of group format information in a database. 

51. The method of claim 23 wherein establishing a group 
format includes establishing a group format based upon at 
least one of combinations of outcomes, prizes dependent on 
an amount of linked play, sharing winnings and losses, 
group members competing, groups competing with other 
groups, asynchronous play, dependent outcomes, multi- 
player progressives, non-outcome based competition, and 

52. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon combinations of outcomes includes 
awarding a prize if a plurality of group members have at 
least one of: 

net or gross winnings for a given lime period that when 

combined in a predefined manner exceeds a threshold 

or matches a predefined amount, 
temporally proximate winning, losing, equivalent, or 

identical outcomes, 
temporally proximate outcomes that pay the same amount 

or have the same payout to wager ratio, 

streaks of winning or losing outcomes that exceed or 
match a predetermined length, 

streaks of winning or losing outcomes that when com- 
bined in a predefined manner exceed or match a pre- 
determined length, and 
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streaks during which each group member made a handle 
pull synchronously with the other group members, and 
for each set of synchronous pulls, at least one of the 
group members achieved a predefined outcome. 

53. The method of 52 wherein temporally proximate 
outcomes includes outcomes that are temporally proximate 
based upon at least one of initiation of handle pulls, deter- 
mination of outcomes, display of outcomes, resolution of 
outcomes, initiation of player decisions, and completion of 
a player decisions. 

54. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon combinations of outcomes includes 
adjusting payouts for individual play to offset costs associ- 
ated with a lower effective hold percentage resulting from 
payouts for linked play. 

55. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon prizes dependent on an amount of linked 
play includes determining the amount of linked play based 
upon at least one of an amount of time gaming, an amount 
of tokens or credits wagered, an amount of money lost, an 
amount of money won, and a number of handle pulls made. 

56. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon sharing winnings and losses includes 
distributing winnings and losses based upon at least one of 
a percentage as determined based upon an initial contribu- 
tion to a common pool, a number of shares in a common 
pool acquired during gambling as determined based on 
coin-in, a percentage of a common pool as determined based 
on gambling performance, and a percentage of a common 
pool as determined based on quality of group members' 
decisions. 

57. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon group members competing includes 
agreeing to determine a group winner based upon at least 
one of most winning outcomes, most winning outcomes 
above a threshold, most outcomes with payouts above a 
threshold, a longest duration of play without losing more 
than a defined amount of money, a longest duration of play 
without winning, a longest duration of play without running 
out of money, most of a particular symbol collected, most 
gaming devices played, a largest payout, a largest number of 
visits to at least one casino, most money spent at a casino 
including spending on gambling, shopping, meals, and 
entertainment, and most wins over the other group members 
on individual pulls. 

58. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon group members competing includes 
agreeing to determine a group winner based upon net or 
gross winnings. 

59. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon groups competing with other groups 
includes at least one of matching groups who express a 
desire to compete against other groups with compatible 
group format requirements, providing sponsorship of a prize 
to be awarded to a group competition winner, and matching 
groups who express a desire to compete against other groups 
with similar characteristics. 

60. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon asynchronous play includes at least one 
of cataloging individual group members' outcomes for com- 
parison to other group members' cataloged outcomes, facili- 
tating linked play wherein individual group members play at 
different times, facilitating linked play wherein individual 
group members play during specified time intervals, facili- 



tating linked play wherein individual group members select 
subsets of gambling sessions to contribute to a group out- 
come, and facilitating linked play wherein individual group 
members select subsets of gambling sessions as an entry in 
a group competition. 

61. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon dependent outcomes includes establish- 
ing a group format wherein game elements are mutually 
exclusively allocated among individual group members dur- 
ing play. 

62. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon dependent outcomes includes establish- 
ing a group format wherein a portion of game elements are 
common to individual group members during play. 

63. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon multi-player progressives includes indi- 
vidual group members contributing a portion of each wager 
to a pool to be awarded to at least one group member who 
receives a predetermined outcome. 

64. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon non-outcome based competition includes 
agreeing to determine a group winner based upon a winner 
of a secondary game played while the group gambles. 

65. The method of claim 64 wherein the secondary game 
is at least one of a trivia contest, Scrabble®, Mah Jong, 
Chess, and Hearts. 

66. The method of claim 51 wherein establishing a group 
format based upon group events includes at least one of 
group meals, group outings, group pep rallies, group award 
ceremonies, presentation of group gifts, and group parties. 

67. The method of claim 23 wherein facilitating interac- 
tion among group members during linked play includes at 
least one of: 

transmitting a representation to the group members that 
illustrates individual members' contribution toward 
achieving the group objective, 

transmitting a representation to the group members thai 
illustrates the group's gambling performance, 

displaying the group's gambling performance or credit 
balance on credit meters of gaming devices operated by 
individual group members, 

transmitting representations or images of individual mem- 
bers' gaming devices to other group members, 

allowing individual members to provide advice regarding 
game play requiring decisions to other members, 

allowing individual members to take control of other 
group members' gaming devices, 

transmitting groups' gambling results to other groups, 

transmitting individual members' gambling results to 
other groups, 

selectively transmitting individual members' gambling 
results to other groups, and 

notifying group members that other members of the group 
have arrived and begun participating in the linked play. 

68. The method of claim 23 wherein facilitating interac- 
tion among group members during linked play includes 
transmitting individual members' gambling results to other 
group members. 
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69. The method of claim 23 wherein facilitating interac- 
tion among group members during linked play includes 
transmitting a representation to the group members that 
illustrates the group's progress toward achieving the group 
objective. 

70. The method of claim 23 wherein facilitating interac- 
tion among group members during linked play includes 
transmitting representations or images of individual mem- 
bers to other group members. 

71. The method of claim 23 wherein facilitating interac- 
tion among group members during linked play includes 
providing communication channels between individual 
members. 

72. The method of claim 23 wherein terminating the 
linked play according to the group format includes termi- 
nating the linked play after at least one of: 

a predetermined time period ends, 

a predetermined number of handle pulls by each or all 
group members are reached, 

at least one group member has exhausted a certain number 
of tokens, 

at least one group member or the group as a whole has 
achieved the group objective, 

it becoming clear the group will not achieve the group 
objective, 

it becoming clear that one group member has won, or one 
group member has lost, 

at least one group member has obtained one or more 
predetermined outcomes, and 

at least one group member has obtained one or more 
predetermined symbols. 

73. The method of claim 23 wherein terminating the 
linked play according to the group format includes continu- 
ing linked play by defining a second group format if a group 
member quits the group before linked play terminates 
according to a first group format. 

74. The method of claim 23 wherein terminating the 
linked play according to the group format includes continu- 
ing linked play by defining a new group objective if a group 
member quits the group before linked play terminates 
according to the group format. 

75. The method of claim 23 wherein terminating the 
linked play according to the group format includes continu- 
ing linked play by adding a substitute group member to the 
group if a group member quits the group before linked play 
terminates according to the group format. 

76. The method of claim 23 wherein terminating the 
linked play according to the group format includes dissolv- 
ing the group and refunding any fees if a group member 
quits the group before linked play terminates according to 
any other provision of the group format. 

77. A system for performing the method of claim 23. 

78. A medium including computer executable instructions 
for performing the method of claim 23. 



79. A system comprising: 

means for creating a group for linked play; 

means for creating a group objective and a group format; 

means for beginning the linked play according to the 
group format; 

means for enabling interaction among group members 
during linked play; 

means for ending the linked play according to the group 
format; 

means for deciding, based upon the linked play, whether 

the group objective was achieved; and 
means for providing at least one prize if the group 

objective was achieved. 

80. A casino server comprising: 

a processor operable to execute a program, the program 
including: 

a module for organizing a group for linked play; 

a module for recording a group objective and a group 

a module for executing the linked play according to the 
group format; 

a module for facilitating interaction among group mem- 
bers during linked play; 

a module for slopping the linked play according to the 
group format; 

a module for resolving, based upon the linked play, 
whether the group objective was achieved; and 

a module for granting at least one prize if the group 
objective was achieved. 

81. A gaming device comprising: 

a processor, operable to generate outcomes for linked 
play, in communication with a server operable to 
execute a program, the program including: 
a module for organizing a group for linked play; 
a module for recording a group objective and a group 
format; 

a module for executing the linked play according to the 
group format; 

a module for facilitating interaction among group mem- 
bers during linked play; 

a module for stopping the linked play according to the 
group format; 

a module for resolving, based upon the linked play, 
whether the group objective was achieved; and 

a module for granting at least one prize if the group 
objective was achieved. 



